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FOREWORD






When Luke Sullivan invited me to write the foreword to the sixth edition of Hey Whipple, Squeeze This I panicked.


Not because Mike Hughes or Alex Bogusky had written previous forewords for this classic guide to creating great ads. Or because lots of people in marketing and communications from all over the world would read it.


I panicked because Luke Sullivan would read it.


Luke Sullivan was a name I used to see usually followed by a series of numbers. It’d be something like this: “Luke Sullivan, 17, 18, 19, 47, 48, 56, 57, 80, 93, 94, 95, 110, 111, 130, 147, 158, 159.” Those were all the page numbers showcasing Luke Sullivan’s work on the One Show Annuals.


When I was a junior writer starting my career in São Paulo, I would spend all of my entry-level salary on imported, expensive advertising annuals instead of basic items like food and clothing. It was all Luke Sullivan’s fault.


I would buy any One Show, Communications Arts, and D&AD annuals available for international shipping. Back then, it would take months to arrive.


I still remember the feeling of opening up the box, tearing off the plastic wrap, and taking a deep breath: “Ah, the new imported advertising annual smell.” It was the smell of a foreign, unattainable world. A world where advertising was clever, witty, funny, inspiring, emotional, and groundbreaking. The opposite of that promotional radio spot waiting to be written.


I was so moved by that kind of work that one day I sat in front of my parents and said, “Mom, Dad, thanks for everything. I’m moving to Minneapolis.”


“But why, son?”


“Because that’s the place doing the best advertising in the world right now. I’ll arrive at the airport, hail a cab, and say, ‘Take me to Fallon!’”


“Son, do you realize the average temperature in December is 20° Fahrenheit?”


Anyway, a couple of years later I moved to Miami.


My English was intermediate at best—I’m still learning every day.


During my entire first year in the US, I’d take daily English classes during my lunch break. I’d bring advertising annuals to Mary, my English teacher, and go over every single ad. I’d be especially interested in the work coming out of Fallon McElligott in Minneapolis. I still remember campaigns like The Episcopal Church, Federal Express, Rolling Stone, Hush Puppies, Jim Beam, Lee, and Porsche. I wanted to study the language and the thinking behind every headline and every long copy ad. The same name would show up over and over again on the credits: Luke Sullivan.


So, in a way, Luke Sullivan didn’t only teach me advertising but also English.


I first read Hey Whipple, Squeeze This in 1998. I remember thinking, How can someone teach advertising so well? How can someone write so well? How can someone be such an ad nerd?


This book should be required reading for every student, every agency, every client, and anyone remotely working in advertising. They should revoke your advertising license if you haven’t read it.


Because I’m a proud ad nerd, before writing this foreword I decided to read this book again 23 years later. I realized that, consciously or not, I still use a lot of the teachings from this book. It influenced and shaped my career forever. And probably some of my tweets, too.


It’s incredible how the world has changed from the first to the sixth edition. Before it was all about print, TV, radio, and billboard—the original four. Now it’s also about branded content, social media, mobile, tech, and every imaginable form of advertising.


That’s why this book is even more necessary now. Because the media landscape and consumer habits might change by the minute, but the principles of coming up with powerful ideas that build long-term brand love and generate results haven’t.


It starts with being passionate about what you do. Obsessed even.


Unfortunately, there’s a lot of cynicism in our industry right now. There are more pessimistic gurus than optimistic makers out there. And there’s a bunch of important senior ad people proclaiming advertising is over and that media-buying robots will take all our jobs.


The truth is, advertising is alive and well. Creativity has always been, and always will be, the ultimate competitive business advantage.


Hey Whipple, Squeeze This is the best guide to help you create the 5 percent of advertising out there that matters: the kind that doesn’t suck.


As Luke reminds us, we’re lucky to get paid to think, put our feet up, and talk about movies. On the worst days, your idea will get killed by a thousand cuts. (So what? You can always come up with a better one.) But on the best days, you’ll influence pop culture, globalize icons, and change the behavior of whole continents. And every once in a while, you’ll have an undeniable feeling that advertising is the world’s best art form.


This is indeed a great business.


If you ever doubt, even for one second, the power of advertising, just grab this book and open it on a random page.


It will make you fall in love with advertising all over again.


It just happened to me.


Anselmo Ramos


Founder, Creative Chairman, GUT








  
    



PREFACE






This is my fantasy.


We open on a tidy suburban kitchen. Actually, it’s a room off to the side of the kitchen, one with a washer and dryer. On the floor is a basket full of laundry. The camera closes in.


Out of the laundry pops the cutest little stuffed bear you’ve ever seen. He’s pink and fluffy, he has a happy little face, and there’s one sock stuck adorably to his left ear.


“Hi, I’m Snuggles, the fabric-softening bear. And I …”


The first bullet rips into Snuggles’s stomach, blows out of his back in a blizzard of cotton entrails, and punches a fist-sized hole in the dryer behind. Snuggles grabs the side of the Rubbermaid laundry basket and sinks down, his plastic eyes rolling as he looks for the source of the gunfire.


Taking cover behind 1/16-inch of flexible acrylic rubber, Snuggles looks out of the basket’s plastic mesh and into the living room. He sees nothing. The dining room. Nothing.


Snuggles is easing over the backside of the basket when the second shot takes his head off at the neck. His body lands on top of the laundry, which is remarkably soft and fluffy. Fade to black.


We open on a woman in a bathroom, clad in an apron and wielding a brush, poised to clean her toilet bowl. She opens the lid.


But wait. What’s this? It’s a little man in a boat, floating above the sparkling waters of Lake Porcelain. Everything looks clean already!


With a tip of his teeny hat, he introduces himself. “I’m the Ty-D-Bowl Man, and I …”


Both hat and hand disappear in a red mist as the first bullet screams through and blows a hole in the curved toilet wall behind Ty-D-Bowl Man. Water begins to pour out on the floor as the woman screams and dives for cover in the tub.


Ty-D-Bowl Man scrambles out of the bowl, but when he climbs onto the big silver lever, it gives way, dropping him back into the swirling waters of the flushing toilet. We get two more glimpses of his face as he orbits around, once, twice, then down to his final reward.


We open on a grocery store, where we see Mr. Whipple, scolding a group of ladies for squeezing some toilet paper. The first shot is high and wide, shattering a jar of mayonnaise….








  
    




 [image: Photo shows that back when Mr. Whipple's commercials aired, we had to WALK to the television to turn down the sound.]



Figure 1.1 Back when Mr. Whipple's commercials aired, we had to WALK to the television to turn down the sound.










  
    



1
A BRIEF HISTORYOF WHY EVERYBODYHATES ADVERTISING: AND WHY YOU SHOULD TRY TO GET A JOB THERE.






I GREW UP POINTING A FINGER GUN at Mr. Whipple. You probably don't know him, but he was this irritating guy who kept interrupting my favorite television shows back in the day.


He'd appear uninvited on my TV, looking over the top of his glasses and pursing his lips at the ladies in his grocery store. Two middle-aged women, presumably with high school or college degrees, would be standing in the aisle squeezing rolls of toilet paper. Whipple would wag his finger and primly scold, “Please don't squeeze the Charmin!” After the ladies scurried away, he'd give the rolls a few furtive squeezes himself.


Oh, they were such bad commercials. The thing is, I'd wager if the Whipple campaign aired today, there would be a hundred different parodies on YouTube tomorrow. But back then? All we had was a volume knob. Then VCRs came along and later DVRs, and the fast-forward buttons became our defense. We can now just tell Whipple to shut the hell up, turn him off, and go get our entertainment from any number of other platforms and devices.


To be fair, Procter & Gamble's Charmin commercials weren't the worst thing that ever aired on television. They had a concept, although contrived, and a brand image, although irritating—even to an eighth grader.


If it were just me who hated Whipple's commercials, well, I might shrug it off. But the more I read about the campaign, the more consensus I discovered. In Martin Mayer's book Whatever Happened to Madison Avenue? I found this:




[Charmin's Whipple was] one of the most disliked … television commercials of the 1970s. [E]verybody thought “Please don't squeeze the Charmin” was stupid and it ranked last in believability in all the commercials studied for a period of years….1





In a book called The New How to Advertise, I found:




When asked which campaigns they most disliked, consumers convicted Mr. Whipple … Charmin may have not been popular advertising, but it was number one in sales.2





And there is the crux of the problem. The mystery: how did Whipple's commercials sell so much toilet paper?


These shrill little interruptions that irritated nearly everyone, that were used as fodder for Johnny Carson on late-night TV, sold toilet paper by the ton. How? Even if you figure that part out, the question then becomes, why? Why would you irritate your buying public with a twittering, pursed-lipped grocer when cold, hard research told you everybody hated him? I don't get it.


Apparently, even the agency that created him didn't get it. Advertising veteran John Lyons, worked at Charmin's agency when they were trying to figure out what to do with Whipple.




I was assigned to assassinate Mr. Whipple. Some of New York's best hit teams before me had tried and failed. “Killing Whipple” was an ongoing mission at Benton & Bowles. The agency that created him was determined to kill him. But the question was how to knock off a man with 15 lives, one for every year that the … campaign had been running at the time.3





No idea he came up with ever replaced Whipple, Lyons noted. Whipple remained for years as one of advertising's most bulletproof personalities.


As well he should have. He was selling literally billions of rolls of toilet paper. Billions. In 1975, a survey listed Whipple's as the second-most-recognized face in America, right behind that of Richard Nixon. When Benton & Bowles's creative director, Al Hampel, took Whipple (actor Dick Wilson) to dinner one night in New York City, he said, “It was as if Robert Redford walked into the place. Even the waiters asked for autographs.”


So on one hand, you had research telling you customers hated these repetitive, schmaltzy, cornball commercials. And on the other hand, you had Whipple signing autographs at the Four Seasons.


It was as if the whole scenario had come out of the 1940s. In Frederick Wakeman's 1946 novel The Hucksters, this was how advertising worked. In the middle of a meeting, the client spat on the conference room table and said, “You have just seen me do a disgusting thing. Ugly word, spit. But you'll always remember what I just did.”4


The account executive in the novel took the lesson, later musing, “It was working like magic. The more you irritated them with repetitious commercials, the more soap they bought.”5


With 504 different Whipple toilet tissue commercials airing from 1964 through 1990, Procter & Gamble certainly “irritated them with repetitious commercials.” And it indeed “worked like magic.” Procter & Gamble knew what it was doing. Yet I remain troubled by Whipple. What vexes me so about this old grocer? This is the question that led me to write this book.


What troubles me about Whipple is … he isn't good. As an idea, Whipple isn't any damn good.


He may have been an effective salesman (billions of rolls sold). He may have been a strong brand image. (He knocked Scott tissues out of the number one spot.) But it all comes down to this: if I had created Mr. Whipple, I don't think I could tell my son with a straight face what I did at the office. “Well, son, you see, Whipple tells the lady shoppers not to squeeze the Charmin, but then, then he squeezes it himself… . Hey, wait, come back.”


As an idea, Whipple isn't good. To those who defend the campaign based on sales, I ask, would you also spit on the table to get my attention? It would work, but would you? An eloquent gentleman named Norman Berry, once a creative director at Ogilvy & Mather, put it this way:




I'm appalled by those who [judge] advertising exclusively on the basis of sales. That isn't enough. Of course, advertising must sell. By any definition it is lousy advertising if it doesn't. But if sales are achieved with work which is in bad taste or is intellectual garbage, it shouldn't be applauded no matter how much it sells. Offensive, dull, abrasive, stupid advertising is bad for the entire industry and bad for business as a whole. It is why the public perception of advertising is going down in this country.6





Berry may well have been thinking of Mr. Whipple when he made that comment in the early 1980s. With every passing year, newer and more virulent strains of vapidity have been created. Writer Fran Lebowitz may well have been watching TV when she tweeted, “No matter how cynical I get, it's impossible to keep up.”


Certainly, the viewing public is cynical about our business, due almost entirely to this parade of idiots we've sent onto their screens. Every year, as long as I've been in advertising, Gallup publishes its poll of most and least trusted professions. And every year, advertising practitioners trade last or second-to-last place with used car salespeople and members of Congress.


It reminds me of a paragraph I plucked from our office bulletin board, one of those emailed curiosities that makes its way around corporate America:




Dear Ann: I have a problem. I have two brothers. One brother is in advertising. The other was put to death in the electric chair for first-degree murder. My mother died from insanity when I was three. My two sisters are prostitutes, and my father sells crack to handicapped elementary school students. Recently, I met a girl who was just released from a reformatory where she served time for killing her puppy with a ball-peen hammer, and I want to marry her. My problem is, should I tell her about my brother who is in advertising? Signed, Anonymous
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THE 1950S: WHEN EVEN X-ACTO BLADES WERE DULL.


My problem with Whipple (effective sales, grating execution) isn't a new one. Years ago, it occurred to a gentleman named William Bernbach that a commercial needn't sacrifice wit, grace, or intelligence to sell something. And when he set out to prove it, something wonderful happened.


But we'll get to Mr. Bernbach in a minute. Before he showed up, a lot had already happened.


In the 1950s, the national audience was in the palm of the ad industry's hand. Anything advertising said, people heard. Television was brand-new, “clutter” didn't exist, and pretty much anything that showed up in the strange, foggy little screen was kinda cool.


Author Ted Bell wrote, “There was a time when the whole country sat down and watched “The Ed Sullivan Show” all the way through. To sell something, you could go on “The Ed Sullivan Show” and count on everybody seeing your message.”7


World War II was over, people had money, and America's manufacturers had retooled to market the luxuries of life in Levittown. But as the economy boomed, so too did the country's business landscape. Soon there was more than one big brand of aspirin, more than two soft drinks, more than three brands of cars to choose from. And advertising agencies had to do more than just get film in the can and cab it over to Rockefeller Center before “The Colgate Comedy Hour” aired.


They had to convince viewers their product was the best in its category, and modern advertising as we know it was born.


On its heels came the concept of the unique selling proposition, a term coined by writer Rosser Reeves in the 1950s and one that still has some merit. It was a simple, if ham-handed, notion: “buy this product, and you will get this specific benefit.” The benefit had to be one the competition either could not or did not offer, hence the unique part.


This notion was perhaps best exemplified by Reeves's aspirin commercials, in which a headful of pounding cartoon hammers could be relieved “fast, fast, fast” only by Anacin. Reeves also let us know that because of the unique candy coating, M&M's were the candy that “melts in your mouth, not in your hand.”


Had the TV and business landscape remained the same, perhaps simply delineating the differences between one brand and another would suffice today. But then came “advertising clutter”: a brand explosion that lined the nation's grocery shelves with tens of thousands of logos and packed every episode of “I Dream of Jeannie” with commercials for me-too products.


Then, in response to the clutter came “the wall,” which was the perceptual filter we put up to protect ourselves from this tsunami of product information. Many products were at parity. Try as agencies might to find some unique angle, in the end, most soap was soap and most beer was beer.


Enter the Creative Revolution and a guy named Bill Bernbach, who said, “It's not just what you say that stirs people. It's the way you say it.”
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“WHAT?! WE DON'T HAVE TO SUCK?!”


Bernbach founded his New York agency, Doyle Dane Bernbach (DDB), on the then-radical notion that customers aren't nitwits who need to be fooled or lectured or hammered into listening to a client's sales message:




The truth isn't the truth until people believe you, and they can't believe you if they don't know what you're saying, and they can't know what you're saying if they don't listen to you, and they won't listen to you if you're not interesting, and you won't be interesting unless you say things imaginatively, originally, freshly.8





This was the classic Bernbach paradigm. From all the advertising texts, articles, speeches, and awards annuals I've read over my years in advertising, everything that's any good about this business seems to trace its heritage back to this man, William Bernbach. And when his agency landed a couple of highly visible national accounts, including Volkswagen and Alka-Seltzer, he brought advertising into a new era.


Smart agencies and clients everywhere saw for themselves advertising didn't have to embarrass itself to make a cash register ring. The national TV audience was eating it up. Viewers couldn't wait for the next airing of VW's “Funeral” or Alka-Seltzer's “Spicy meatball.” The first shots of the Creative Revolution of the 1960s had been fired.*


How marvelous to have actually been there when DDB art director Helmut Krone laid out one of the very first Volkswagen ads (Figure 1.2): a black-and-white picture of the simple car, no women draped over the fender, no mansion in the background, and a two-word headline: “Think small.”


Maybe this ad doesn't seem earth-shattering now; we've all seen our share of great advertising. But remember, DDB first did this when other car companies were running headlines such as “Blue ribbon beauty that's stealing the thunder from the high-priced cars!” and “Chevrolet's three new engines put new fun under your foot and a great big grin on your face!” Volkswagen's was a totally new voice.


As the 1960s progressed, the Creative Revolution seemed to be successful, and everything was just hunky-stinkin'-dory for a while. Then came the 1970s. The tightening economy had middle managers everywhere scared.


And the party ended as quickly as it had begun.
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THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK.


The new gods wore suits and came bearing calculators. They seemed to say, “Enough of this kreativity krap-ola, my little scribblers. We're here to meet the client's numbers. Put ‘new' in that headline. Drop that concept and pick up an adjective: crunch-a-licious, flavor-iffic, I don't care. The client's coming up the elevator. Chop-chop.”


In Corporate Report, columnist William Souder wrote:




Creative departments were reined in. New ads were pretested in focus groups, and subsequent audience-penetration and consumer-awareness quotients were numbingly monitored. It seemed with enough repetition, even the most strident ad campaigns could bore through to the public consciousness. Advertising turned shrill. People hated Mr. Whipple, but bought Charmin anyway. It was Wisk for Ring-Around-the-Collar and Sanka for your jangled nerves.9





 [image: Snapshot shows Doyle Dane Bernbach's David, about to take on Goliath.]



Figure 1.2 Doyle Dane Bernbach's David, about to take on Goliath.






And so after a decade full of brilliant, successful examples such as Volkswagen, Avis, Polaroid, and Chivas Regal, the pendulum swung back to the dictums of research. The industry returned to the blaring jingles and crass gimmickry of previous decades. The wolf was at the door again—wearing a suit. It was as if all the agencies were run by purse-lipped nuns from some Catholic school. But instead of whacking students with rulers, these Madison Avenue schoolmarms whacked creatives with rolled-up research reports like “Burke Scores,” “Starch Readership Numbers,” and a whole bunch of other useless intellectual nonsense.


Creativity was gleefully declared dead, at least by the fat agencies that had never been able to come up with an original thought in the first place. And in came the next new thing—positioning.


“Advertising is entering an era where strategy is king,” wrote the originators of the term positioning, Al Ries and Jack Trout. “Just as the me-too products killed the product era, the me-too companies killed the image advertising era.”10


Part of the positioning paradigm was the notion that the average person's head has a finite amount of space to categorize products. There's room for maybe three. If your product isn't in one of those slots, you must de-position a competitor in order for a different product to take its place. 7UP's classic campaign from the 1960s remains a good example. Instead of positioning it as a clear soft drink with a lemon-lime flavor, 7UP took on the big three brown colas by positioning itself as “The Uncola.”


Ted Morgan explained positioning this way: “Essentially, it's like finding a seat on a crowded bus. You look at the marketplace. You see what vacancy there is. You build your campaign to position your product in that vacancy. If you do it right, the strap-hangers won't be able to grab your seat.”11 As you might agree, Ries and Trout's concept of positioning is valid and useful.


Not surprisingly, advertisers fairly tipped over the positioning bandwagon climbing on. But then a funny thing happened.


As skillfully as Madison Avenue's big agencies applied its principles, positioning by itself didn't magically move products, at least not as consistently as advertisers had hoped. Someone could have a marvelous idea for positioning a product, but if the commercials stank up the joint, sales records were rarely broken.


 




“Historians and archeologists will one day discover that the ads of our time are the richest, most faithful daily reflections any society ever made of its whole range of activities.”


—Marshall McLuhan








Good advertising, it has been said, builds sales. But great advertising builds factories. And in this writer's opinion, the “great” that was missing from the positioning paradigm was the original alchemy brewed by Bernbach.


“You can say the right thing about a product and nobody will listen,” said Bernbach (long before the advent of positioning). “But you've got to say it in such a way people will feel it in their gut. Because if they don't feel it, nothing will happen.” He went on to say, “The more intellectual you grow, the more you lose the great intuitive skills that really touch and move people.”12


Such was the state of the business when I joined its ranks way back in 1979. What's weird is how the battle between these opposing forces of hot creativity and cold research rages to this hour. And it makes for an interesting day at the office.


As John Ward of England's B&B Dorland noted, “Advertising is a craft executed by people who aspire to be artists but is assessed by those who aspire to be scientists. I cannot imagine any human relationship more perfectly designed to produce total mayhem.”13
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PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A YOUNG HACK.


When I was in seventh grade, I noticed something about the ads for cereal on TV. (Remember, this was before the Federal Trade Commission forced manufacturers to call these sugary puffs of crunchy air “part of a complete breakfast.”) I noticed the cereals were looking more and more like candy. There were flocks of leprechauns or birds or bees flying around the bowl, dusting sparkles of sugar over the cereal or ladling on gooey rivers of chocolate-flavored coating. The food value of the product seemed to get less and less important until it was finally stuffed into the trunk of the car and sugar moved into the driver's seat. It was all about sugar.


One morning in study hall, I drew this little progression (Figure 1.3), calling it “History of a Cereal Box.”


I was interested in the advertising I saw on TV but never thought I'd take it up as a career. I liked to draw, make comic books, and doodle with words and pictures. But when I was a poor college student, all I was sure of was I wanted to be rich. I went into the pre-med program, but the first grade on my college transcript (chemistry) was a big, fat, radioactive F. I reconsidered.





 [image: Schematic illustration of the history of cereal boxes.]



Figure 1.3 When I was 12, I was appalled by the stupidity of all the cereal commercials selling sugar and drew this progression of cereal boxes.






I majored in psychology. But after college I couldn't find any businesses on Lake Street in Minneapolis that were hiring skinny chain-smokers who could explain the relative virtues of scheduled versus random reinforcement in behaviorist theory. I joined a construction crew.


When the opportunity to be an editor/typesetter/ad salesperson for a small neighborhood newspaper came along, I took it, at a salary of $80 every two weeks. (Thinking back, I believe I deserved $85.) But the idea of sitting at a desk and using words as a career was intoxicating. Of all my duties at the little newspaper, I found selling ads and putting them together were the most interesting.


For the next year and a half, I hovered around the edges of the advertising industry. I did pasteup for another small newsweekly and then put in a long and dreary stint as a typesetter in the ad department of a large department store. It was there, during a break from setting type about “thick and thirsty cotton bath towels: $9.99,” I first came upon a book featuring the winners of a local advertising awards show.


I was bowled over by the work I saw there—mostly campaigns by Tom McElligott and Ron Anderson from Bozell & Jacobs's Minneapolis office. Their ads didn't say “thick and thirsty cotton bath towels.” They were funny or they were serious—startling sometimes—but they were always intelligent.


Reading one of their ads felt like I'd just met a very likable person at a bus stop. He's smart, he's funny, he doesn't talk about himself. Turns out he's a salesman. And he's selling … ? Well, wouldn't you know it, I've been thinking about buying one of those. Maybe I'll give you a call. Bye. Walking away, you think, nice enough fella. And the way he said things was so … interesting.


Through a contact, I managed to get a foot in the door at Bozell. What finally got me hired wasn't my awful little portfolio. What did it was an interview with McElligott—a sweaty little interrogation I attended wearing my shiny, wide, 1978 tie and where I said “I see” about a hundred times. Tom later told me it was my clearly evident enthusiasm that finally convinced him to take a chance on me. That and my promise to put in 60-hour weeks writing the brochures and other scraps that fell off his plate.


Tom hired me as a copywriter in January 1979. He didn't have much work for me during that first month, so he parked me in a conference room with a three-foot-tall stack of books full of the best advertising in the world: the One Show and Communication Arts awards annuals. He told me to read them. “Read them all.”


He called them “the graduate school of advertising.” I think he was right, and I say the same thing to students trying to get into the business today. Study as much award-winning advertising as you can and read, learn, and memorize. Yes, this is a business where we try to break rules, but as T. S. Eliot said, “It's not wise to violate the rules until you know how to observe them.”


As hard as I studied those awards annuals, most of the work I did that first year wasn't very good. In fact, it stunk. If the truth be known, those early ads of mine were so bad, to describe them accurately I have to quote from Edgar Allan Poe: “A nearly liquid mass of loathsome, detestable putridity.”


But don't take my word for it. Here's my very first ad. Just look at Figure 1.4 (for as long as you're able): a dull little ad that doesn't so much revolve around an overused play on the word interest as it limps.


Rumor has it they're still using my first ad at poison control centers to induce vomiting. (“Come on now, Jimmy. We know you ate all of your gramma's pills and that's why you have to look at Luke's bank ad.”)


The point is, if you're like me, you might have a slow beginning. Even my friend Bob Barrie's first ad was terrible. Bob is arguably one of the best art directors in the history of advertising. But his first ad? The boring, flat-footed little headline read: “Win A Boat.” We used to give Bob so much grief about that, it became his hallway nickname: “Hey, Win-A-Boat, we're goin' to lunch. You comin'?”


There will come a time when you'll just start to get it. When you'll no longer waste time traipsing down dead ends or rattling the knobs of doors best left locked. You'll just start to get it. And suddenly, the ideas coming out of your office will bear the mark of somebody who knows what the hell they're doing.


Along the way, though, it helps to study how more experienced people have tackled the same problems you'll soon face. About mentors, Helmut Krone said:




I asked one of our young writers recently, which was more important: Doing your own thing or making the ad as good as it can be? The answer was “Doing my own thing.” I disagree violently with that. I'd like to pose a new idea for our age: “Until you've got a better answer, you copy.” I copied [famous Doyle Dane art director] Bob Gage for five years.14





The question is, who are you going to copy while you learn the craft? Whipple? For all the wincing his commercials caused, they worked. A lot of people at Procter & Gamble sent kids through college on Whipple's nickel. And these people can prove it; they have charts and everything.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the first Ad.]



Figure 1.4 My first ad. (I know … I knoooww.)






Bill Bernbach wasn't a fan of charts:




However much we would like advertising to be a science—because life would be simpler that way—the fact is that it is not. It is a subtle, ever-changing art, defying formularization, flowering on freshness and withering on imitation; what was effective one day, for that very reason, will not be effective the next, because it has lost the maximum impact of originality.15





There is a fork in the road here. Mr. Bernbach's path is the one I invite you to come down. It leads to the same place—enduring brands and market leadership—but it gets there without costing anybody their dignity. You won't have to apologize to the neighbors for creating that irritating interruption of their sitcom last night. You won't have to explain anything. In fact, all most people will want to know is, “That was so cool. How'd you come up with it?”


This other road has its own rules, if we can call them that—rules first articulated years ago by Mr. Bernbach and his team of pioneers, including Bob Levenson, John Noble, Phyllis Robinson, Julian Koenig, and Helmut Krone.


Some may say my allegiance to the famous DDB School will date everything I have to say in this book. Perhaps. Yet a quick glance through their classic Volkswagen ads from the 1960s convinces me the soul of a great idea hasn't changed in these years.*


So, with a tip of my hat to those pioneers of brilliant advertising, I offer the ideas in this book. They are the opinions of one writer and the gathered wisdom of smart people I met along the way during a career of writing, selling, and producing ideas for a wide variety of clients. God knows, they aren't rules. As Hall of Fame copywriter Ed McCabe once said, “I have no use for rules. They only rule out the brilliant exception.”
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Figure 2.1 The Martin Agency asked me to contribute my creative process to a series of ads they made on behalf of the National Newspaper Association.










  
    



2
THE CREATIVE PROCESS: OR, WHY IT'S IMPOSSIBLE TO EXPLAIN WHAT WE DO TO OUR PARENTS.






AS AN EMPLOYEE IN AN AGENCY creative department, you will spend most of your time with your feet up on a desk working on an idea. Across the desk, also with their feet up, will be your partner—in my case, an art director. And my art director will likely want to talk about movies.


In fact, if the truth be known, you will spend a large part of your career with your feet up talking about movies.


The brief is approved, the work is due in two days, the pressure's building, and your muse is sleeping it off a drunk behind a dumpster somewhere and your pen lies useless. So, you talk about movies.


That's when the project manager comes by. Project managers stay on top of a job as it moves through the agency. This means they also stay on top of you. They'll come by to remind you of the horrid things that happen to snail-assed creative people who don't come through with the goods on time.


So, you try to get your pen moving. And you begin to work. And working, in this business, means staring at your partner's shoes.


That's what I did from 9:00 to 5:00 for almost 35 years—staring at the bottom of the disgusting sneakers on the feet of my partner, parked on the desk across from my disgusting sneakers. This is the sum and substance of life at an agency.


In movies, they almost never capture this simple, dull, workday reality of life as a creative person. Don't get me wrong; it's not an easy job. In fact, some days it's almost painful coming up with good ideas. As author Red Smith said, “There's nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter, open your veins, and bleed.”1 But from the way it looks on TV, in series like “Mad Men,” creative people solve complicated marketing problems in between cigarettes, cocktails, and office affairs.


But this isn't what agencies are like—at least not the five or six places where I worked. Again, don't get me wrong. An ad agency isn't like a bank or an insurance company. There's a certain amount of joie de vivre in an agency's atmosphere.


This isn't surprising. Here you have a tight-knit group of young people, many of them making big salaries just for sittin' around with their feet up, solving marketing problems. And talking about movies.


It's a great job because you'll never get bored. One week you'll be knee-deep in the complexities of the financial business, selling market-indexed annuities. The next, you're touring a dog food factory asking about the difference between a “kibble” and a “bit.” You'll learn about the business of business by studying the operations of hundreds of different kinds of enterprises.


The movies and television also portray advertising as a schlocky business—a parasitic lamprey that dangles from the belly of the business beast. A sort of side business that doesn't really manufacture anything in its own right, where it's all flash over substance and silver-tongued salespeople pitch snake oil to a bovine public, sandblast their wallets, and make the early train for Long Island.


Ten minutes of work at a real agency should be enough to convince even the most cynical that an agency's involvement in a client's business is anything but superficial. At a good agency, every cubicle on every floor is occupied by someone intensely involved in improving the client's day-to-day business, shepherding its assets more wisely, sharpening its business focus, widening its market, improving its products, or creating new ones.


Ten minutes of work at a real agency should be enough to convince a cynic you can't sell a product to someone who has no need for it. That you can't sustain a business by selling a product to people who can't afford it. And that good advertising is about the worst thing that can happen to a bad product. (Good advertising gets the word out, people try the product, then their word gets out—“This product sucks”— curtain falls.)


Advertising isn't just some mutant offspring of capitalism. It isn't a bunch of Red-Bull guzzlers dreaming up clever things to say about products. Advertising is one of the main gears in the machinery of a huge economy, responsible in great part for creating and selling products that contribute to one of the highest standards of living the world has ever seen. Like it or not, advertising's a key ingredient in a competitive economy and has created a stable place for itself in the global business landscape. It's now a mature industry, and for most companies, a business necessity.


Why most of it totally blows chunks, well, that remains a mystery.


Carl Ally, founder of one of the great agencies of the 1970s, had a theory about why most advertising stinks: “There's a tiny percentage of all the work that's great and a tiny percentage that's lousy. But most of the work—well, it's just there. That's no knock on advertising. How many great restaurants are there? Most aren't good or bad, they're just adequate. The fact is excellence is tough to achieve in any field.”2
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WHY NOBODY EVER CHOOSES BRAND X.


There comes a point when you can't talk about movies anymore and you actually have to get some work done.


You are faced with a blank slate, and in a fixed amount of time you must fill it with something interesting enough to be remembered by a customer who, in the course of a day, will see thousands of other ad messages.


You are not writing a novel somebody pays money for. You're writing something most people try to avoid, which includes your parents and probably all your friends. This is the sad, indisputable truth at the bottom of our business. Nobody wants to see what you are about to put down on paper. People are either indifferent to advertising or actively hostile.


Eric Silver, chief creative officer of McCann, put it this way: “Advertising is what happens on TV when people go to the bathroom.”


So, you try to come up with some advertising concepts that can defeat these barriers of indifference and anger. Maybe it's an ad. Maybe it's an online experience. Whatever the ideas may be, they aren't conjured in a vacuum, because you're working off a key message—a sentence in the creative brief that describes what your idea must communicate.


In addition to a creative brief and an overall strategy, you're working with a brand. Unless it's a new one, the brand brings with it all kinds of baggage, some good and some bad. Ad people call it a brand's equity.


A brand isn't just the name on the box. It isn't the thing in the box, either. A brand is the sum total of all the emotions, thoughts, images, history, possibilities, and gossip that exist in the marketplace about a given company.


What's remarkable about brands is, in categories where products are essentially alike, the best-known and most well-liked brand has the winning card. In The Want Makers, Mike Destiny, former director for England's Allied Breweries, was quoted: “The many competitive brands [of beer] are virtually identical in terms of taste, color, and alcohol delivery, and after two or three pints even an expert couldn't tell them apart. So, the customer is literally drinking the advertising, and the advertising is the brand.”3


A brand isn't just a semantic construct, either. The relationship between the brand and its customers has monetary value; it can amount to literally billions of dollars. Brands are assets, and companies rightfully include them on their financial balance sheets. In Barry's The Advertising Concept Book, he quotes a smart fellow named Nick Shore on the power of brands: “If you systematically dismantled the entire operation of the Coca-Cola Company and left them with only their brand name, management could rebuild the company within five years. Remove the brand name and the enterprise would die within five years.”4


When you're writing for a brand, you're working with a fragile, extraordinarily valuable thing. Not a lightweight job. Its implications are marvelous. The work you're about to do may not make the next million for the brand nor bring them to Chapter 11. Maybe you're working on one little branded post for Instagram. Yet it's an opportunity to sharpen that brand's image, even if just a little bit. It's a little like being handed the Olympic torch. You won't bear this important symbol all the way from Athens. Your job is just to move it a few miles down the road—without dropping it in the dirt along the way.


[image: ]





STARING AT YOUR PARTNER'S SHOES.


For me, writing any piece of advertising is unnerving.


You sit down with your partner and put your feet up. You read the strategist's brief, draw a square on a pad of paper, and you stare at the damned thing. You stare at each other's shoes. You look at the square. You give up and go to lunch.


You come back. The empty square is still there. Is the square gonna be a poster? Will it be a branded sitcom, a radio spot, a website? You don't know. All you know is the square's still empty.


So, after talking about movies for a bit, you quit dilly-dallying and face the problem which, let's say, is for a small bourbon brand. You both start to go through the brand stories on the client's website. You read what people are saying about the brand and its competitors in reviews, blogs, social media. You go through the reams of material the account team left in your office.


You discover the bourbon you're working on is manufactured in a little town with a funny name. You point this out to your partner. Your partner keeps staring out the window at some speck on the horizon. (Maybe it's just a speck on the glass? She isn't sure.) She just says, “Oh.”


Down the hallway, a phone rings. Paging through an industry magazine, your partner points out that every few months the distillers rotate the aging barrels a quarter turn. You go, “Hmm.”


On some blog, you read how moss on trees happens to grow faster on the sides facing the distillery's aging house. Now that's interesting.


You feel the shapeless form of an idea begin to bubble up from the depths. You poise your pencil over the page … and it all comes out in a flash of creativity. (Whoa. Someone call 911. Report a fire on my drawing pad, ‘cause I am SMOKIN' hot!) You put your pencil down, smile, and read what you've written. It's complete rubbish. You call it a day and slink out to see a movie.


This process continues for several days and then, one day, completely without warning, an idea just shows up at your door, all nattied up like a Jehovah's Witness. You don't know where it comes from. It just shows up.


That's how you come up with ideas.


Sorry, there's no big secret. That's basically the drill. A guy named James Webb Young, a copywriter from the 1940s, laid out a five-step process of idea generation that holds water today:




	You gather as much information on the problem as you can. You read, you underline stuff, you ask questions, you visit the factory.


	You sit down and actively attack the problem.


	You drop the whole thing and go do something else while your subconscious mind works on the problem.


	“Eureka!”


	You figure out how to implement your idea.5





This book is mostly about step 2: attacking the problem.


This process of creativity isn't just an aimless sort of blue-skying—a mental version of bad modern dance. Rather, it's what the author of Catch-22, Joseph Heller (a former copywriter), called “a controlled daydream.” It's imagination disciplined by a single-minded business purpose. It's this strange clash of free-flowing imagination and focused business intent that makes the creative process such a big, wonderful mess.
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WHY THE CREATIVE PROCESS IS EXACTLY LIKE WASHING A PIG.


I'm serious. Creativity is exactly like washing a pig. It's messy. It has no rules. No clear beginning, middle, or end. It's kind of a pain in the ass, and when you're done, you're not sure if the pig is really clean or why you were washing a pig in the first place.


The creative process is chaotic to its core and, for me at least, the washing-a-pig metaphor works on several levels.


The account person walks in and says, “Dude, the client's coming here at 3:00 PM, and they want you to wash that pig over there.”


So, you go online to see if there's any advice or inspiration, kinda hoping you'll find books to read like So You Want to Wash a Pig or the ever-popular Pig Washing: The McGuire Four-Step Method.


But nobody's ever done this before. There are no books, no helpful websites. So, you find your partner, grab a hose, maybe a bucket, some soap. And you just sorta … start. You've never done anything like this before, so you feel kind of stupid at first. All your first attempts fail messily. The pig keeps getting away from you and for a while you think you won't be able to do this.


Around 2:00 your partner tries distracting the squirming pig with some food, and suddenly between the two of you, you think maybe the pig is starting to get clean. As the client pulls into the parking lot, you're both drying off the pig and second-guessing your work: “Is the pig really clean?”


Usually, what happens here is the client walks in, dismisses your work, and says, “Did I say ‘pig'? Oh, man, I meant to say, wash a warthog.”


You go home wondering many things, mostly why you spent the day washing a pig.


I'm not the only one who thinks washing a pig is a decent metaphor for the creative process. A professor in the advertising department at Florida State University, a fellow named Tom Laughon, agreed washing a pig might make for a good “lab experience” in chaos and creativity. You can see his class in the middle of the creative process in Figure 2.2 and the entire series of photos is at heywhipple.com.
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Figure 2.2 The entire creative process is exactly like washing a pig. No, I'm serious.






In the photos you can see where they figured out the part about distracting the pig with food, which is basically the moment of inspiration that moved the creative job into its final phase.


Without that little moment of inspiration, the pig was gonna stay dirty. But here's the problem with inspiration—it visits whenever the hell it wants. It's random. With a handful of creative jobs, inspiration may come quickly, but most days it feels like your muse is sleeping off a crack binge somewhere in the stairwell of an abandoned federal building. Inspiration's randomly timed visits are why it's hard for a creative person to say exactly when a job will be done.


It is from this uncertainty that all the pressure and insanity of the agency business is born. In fact, any enterprise where someone pays someone else to perform a creative act has this tension built into it, whether it's a client paying an agency or a studio paying a screenwriter.


This simple observation about the role of inspiration in the creative process, although obvious to most creative people, is lost on many. The fact is, most people have jobs where they can survey the amount of work needed, make an estimate, and then complete the work in the allotted time. We, however, have to wash a pig. It's hard to say when the pig's gonna be clean. By three o'clock? Maybe. Maybe not.


My old friend Mike Lescarbeau wrote this about the creative process: “Coming up with ideas is not so much a step-by-step process as it is a lonely vigil interrupted infrequently by great thoughts, whose origins are almost always a mystery.”


So, you start to write. Or doodle. (It doesn't matter which. Good copywriters can think visually; good art directors can write.) You just pick up a pencil and begin. All beginnings are humble, but after several days, you begin to translate that flat-footed key message into something interesting.


The final idea may be a visual. It may be a headline. It may be both. It may arrive whole, like Athena rising out of Zeus's head. Or in pieces—a scribble made by the art director last Friday fits beautifully with a headline the writer came up with over the weekend. Eventually, you get to an idea that dramatizes the benefit of your client's product or service. Dramatizes is the key word. You must dramatize it in a unique, provocative, compelling, and memorable way.


At the center of this thing you come up with must be a promise. The customer must always get something out of the deal. Steve Hayden, most famous for penning Apple's “1984” commercial, said, “If you want to be a well-paid copywriter, please your client. If you want to be an award-winning copywriter, please yourself. If you want to be a great copywriter, please your reader.”6


Here's the hard part. You must please the customer and you have to do it in a few seconds.


The way I picture it is this: it's as if you're riding down an elevator with your customer. You're going down only a few floors. You have only a few seconds to tell him one thing about your product. One thing. And you must tell it to him in such an interesting way he thinks about the promise you've made as he leaves the building, waits for the light, and crosses the street. You must come up with some little thing that sticks in the customer's mind.


By “thing,” I don't mean gimmick. Anybody can come up with an unrelated gimmick. Used-car dealers are the national experts with their contrived sales events. (“The boss went on vacation, and our accountant went crazy!”) You might capture somebody's attention for a few seconds with a gimmick. But once the ruse is over and the salesman comes out of the closet in his plaid coat, the customer will only resent you.


Bill Bernbach loved to quote one of his early clients by saying, “I've got a great gimmick. Let's tell the truth.”


The best answers always arise out of the problem itself. Out of the product or the customer. Out of the realities of the buying situation. Those are the only paints you have to make your picture, but they are all you need. Any shtick you drag into the situation that's not organically part of the product or customer reality will not be authentic and will ring false.


You have more than enough to work with, even in the simplest advertising problem. You have your client's product with its brand equities and its benefits. You have the competition's product and its weaknesses. You have the price-quality-value math of the two products. And then you have what the customer brings to the situation: pride, greed, vanity, envy, insecurity, and a hundred other human emotions, wants, and needs—one of which your product satisfies.
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“THE SUDDEN CESSATION OF STUPIDITY.”


“You've got to play this game with fear and arrogance.” That's one of Kevin Costner's better lines from the baseball movie Bull Durham. I've always thought it had an analog in the advertising business.


There has never been a time in my career when I have faced the empty page and not been scared. I was scared as a junior-coassistant-copy-cub-intern. And I'm scared today. Who am I to think I can write something that'll interest millions of people?


Then, a day after winning a medal in the One Show (just about the toughest global advertising awards show there is), I feel bulletproof. For one measly afternoon, I'm an Ad God. But the next day, I'm back with my feet up on the table, sweating bullets again.


Somewhere between these two places, however, is where you want to be—a balance between a healthy skepticism of your reason for living and a solar confidence in your ability to come up with a fantastic idea every time you sit down to work. Living at either end of the spectrum will debilitate you. In fact, it's probably best to err a little on the side of fear.


A small, steady pilot light of fear burning in your stomach is part and parcel of the creative process. If you're doing something truly new, you're in an area where there are no signposts yet—no up or down, no good or bad. It seems to me, then, that some measure of fear is a useful traveling companion for advertising people who fancy themselves on the cutting edge.


You must believe you'll finally get a great idea. You will.


And when you do, there's nothing quite like the feeling of cracking a difficult advertising problem. What seemed impossible when you sat down to face the empty white square now seems so obvious. It is this very obviousness of a great idea that prompted Polaroid camera inventor E. H. Land to define creativity as “the sudden cessation of stupidity.” You look at the idea you've just come up with, slap your forehead, and go, “Of course, it has to be this.”
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IT'S ALL ABOUT THE BENJAMINS.


Solving a difficult advertising problem is a great feeling. Even better is the day the account executive pops his head in your door and says sales are up. It never ceases to amaze me when this happens. Not that I doubt the power of advertising, but sometimes it's just hard to follow the thread from the scratchings on my pad all the way to a ringing cash register in, say, Akron, Ohio. Yet it works.


People generally deny advertising has any effect on them whatsoever. They'll insist they're immune to it. And perhaps, taken on a person-by-person basis, the effect of your idea is indeed modest. But over time, the results are undeniable. It's like wind on desert sands. The changes occurring at any given hour on any particular dune are small: a grain here, a handful there. But over time, the whole landscape changes. At other times, an idea can change a brand's fortunes very quickly.


In the 1980s, after Fallon McElligott's Hall of Fame print campaign for Rolling Stone—“Perception/Reality”—was up and running, publisher Jann Wenner was reported as saying, “It was like someone came in with a wheelbarrow full of money and dumped it on the floor.”


This is a great business; make no mistake. I see what copywriter Tom Monahan meant when he said, “Advertising is the rock ’n' roll of the business world.”
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BRAND = ADJECTIVE.


Each brand has its own core value. Dan Wieden says it another way: brands are verbs. “Nike exhorts, IBM solves, and Sony dreams.” Even Mr. Whipple, as bad as he was, helped Charmin equal soft.


This is an important point, and before we talk about strategy in the next chapter, it bears some discussion.


People don't have time to figure out what your brand stands for. It's up to you to do it. And in my opinion, the best way to make your brand stand for something is to make it stand for one thing. Brand = adjective.


Everything you do regarding advertising and design—whether it's creating the packaging or designing the website—should fall under that one adjective and then continue to adhere to draconian standards of simplicity.


According to the Food Marketing Institute, in 2014, grocery stores listed up to 50,000 different items on the shelves.7 Some years later, I was on the phone with a client who works for a nationwide chain of supermarkets. Their director of marketing said the number of products on the shelves in his stores had just passed 85,000. These numbers should take the spring from the step of any advertising person whose job it is to make the silhouette of a brand show up on a customer's radar.


Until recently, it's been reasonable to assume the way to make customers remember a brand is to differentiate it from the competition: “our car has incredible styling. The other brand doesn't.”


But your competition isn't just the other car.


When you sit down to create something for a client, you are competing with everything else a customer can pay attention to. You're competing for attention with every TV commercial airing, every movie on Netflix, every piece of content on every platform on every device on the face of the planet. You're competing with every text message, every billboard on every mile of highway, the entire bandwidth across the radio, and every one of the 100 quadrillion pixels on the web. All those other interesting things out there want a piece of your customer's attention. And they're going to get it at your client's expense.


Seen from this perspective, through the teeming forest of things vying for customers' attention, “cutting through the clutter” may require more than giving your brand a sharp knife edge. It calls for a big, noisy, smoking chain saw. But a kick-ass Super Bowl commercial isn't what I mean by a chain saw.


The chain saw you need is simplicity.
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SIMPLE = GOOD.


When you think about it, what other antidote to clutter can there possibly be except simplicity?


Perhaps we should try cutting through the clutter with clutter that's extremely entertaining? Should we publish clutter that tests well? Clutter that wins awards or clutter with a big 1-800 number?


I propose the only possible antidote to clutter is draconian simplicity.


Draconian simplicity involves stripping your brand's value proposition down to the bone and then again to the marrow, carving away until you get down to brand = adjective. Make your brand stand for one thing. Pair it with one adjective.


But which adjective? If you ask people in focus groups to talk about buying a car, well, with sufficient amounts of free Dr. Pepper and M&Ms, they'll amaze you with their complex analyses of the auto-buying process. I'm not kidding. These groups go on for hours, days. But if you ask a guy in a bar, “Hey, talk to me about cars,” he'll break it down to a word—usually an adjective.


“Yeah, gonna get me a Jeep. They're tough.”


Porsches, they're fast. BMWs perform. And Volvos, they're … what?


If you said “safe,” you've given the same answer I've received from every person I've ever asked. Ever.


In every speech I've ever given, anywhere around the world, when I ask audiences, “What does Volvo stand for?” I hear the same answer every time: “safety.” Audiences in Berlin, Reykjavik, Helsinki, Copenhagen, and Istanbul all give the same answer. The money Volvo spent on branding has paid off handsomely. Volvo has successfully spot-welded that one adjective to their marquee. And here's the interesting bit: in the past couple of years, Volvo isn't featured in top 10 lists of safest cars on the market. So, here's a brand that, having successfully paired its logo to one adjective, rides the benefit of this simple position in customers' minds long after its products no longer merit the distinction. Such is the power of simplicity.


The adjective you choose is key. Once it's married to a brand, divorce can be ugly. On the good side, once it's paired with the brand, that one square foot of category space is taken and nobody else can claim it.


If you find yourself in a position where all the good adjectives are taken, don't settle for the second best. (“‘Refreshing' is taken? Oh well … can we have ‘Quenching?'”) Second best won't be different enough. Try a polar opposite. Or consider a flanking move. In ketchup, the adjective everyone once sought to claim was to be the “tomato-iest.” Then one day Heinz came along claiming it was the “slowest” and sales went up—and stayed up.


Find an adjective and stick to it. But it's the sticking to it so many brands seem to have trouble with. The problem may be, from a client's perspective, there are so many things to admire about their product.


“How can we narrow down our brand's value proposition to a word? Our product lasts longer, it's less expensive, it works better. All that stuff's important.” Yes, those secondary benefits are important, and, yes, they have a place: in the brochures, on the packaging, and two, maybe three clicks into the website. All those other benefits will serve to shore up the aggregate value proposition of a brand once customers try it. But what they're going to remember a brand for, the way they're going to label it in their mental filing system, is with a word.


Find that word. You may argue I have oversimplified here. And I have; I'll accept the criticism. Because I'm arguing for purism in an area where it's often impossible to think that way. Many brands do not lend themselves to such clean, theoretical distinctions. All I'm saying is you should at least try; try to find that one word. You're trying to own some real estate for your brand in a very crowded neighborhood. I like how John Hegarty defines it: “A brand is the most valuable piece of real estate in the world: a corner of someone's mind.”8


Find that word. You're going to thank me when it comes time to sit down and come up with a big idea.
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Figure 3.1 An early trade ad for Doyle Dane Bernbach.










  
    



3
TELL THE TRUTH AND RUN: SAYING THE RIGHT THING THE RIGHT WAY.






THERE WAS A TIME WHEN simply running an ad in a magazine made you an authority. A cigarette ad could actually claim there wasn't “a cough in a car-load.” (“See, honey? It's printed right here. In a magazine.”) Facts didn't count. Authority did. Pick up any vintage magazine and see if you don't agree; almost every ad feels like a pronouncement from an authority, often a dishonest one.


The presumptuous tone of the 1950s Plymouth ad shown in Figure 3.2, would make any reader today snicker at its authoritarian cluelessness. (“Big is glamorous, dammit!”) Plymouth wouldn't get away with this today.


But back in the ’40s and ’50s, this Voice of Authority never credentialed itself, never explained, never verified. (“More doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette!”) And if you were to question these authorities, which no one ever did—the answer was some version of “Because we said so.”


The Voice of Authority said you should never have sex before marriage. Why? Because we said so. It said, eat all “five food groups.” Why? Because we said so, dammit. Amazingly this approach worked for decades. Author and sociologist David Gerlernter explained this was the result of America's “ought culture,” a culture in which everybody did “as they ought to”—as authorities told them to. And authority was everything from the church and the government to the prevailing social morals.
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Figure 3.2 This car is glamorous because Plymouth says it's glamorous, dammit!






This ought culture came to full flower in the ’50s, even as various authorities were clearly doing things they ought not to. There were the lies Joe McCarthy told about Communist spies in Congress, lies about how radioactive iodine 131 wasn't contaminating the milk supply on the West coast, lies about how Gary Power's U-2 was a “weather plane,” and lies about how thalidomide and DDT were really quite A-OK. And so it went for years.


It took the Viet Nam war and the wakening conscious of a younger generation to finally do the unthinkable: to QUESTION AUTHORITY. Historically, I mark August 8, 1974, as the day the Voice of Authority died. That was the day the most powerful man in the most powerful country in the world—President Richard Nixon—resigned his office in order to avoid being tried and convicted for felonies committed during and after Watergate.


Citizens were left to wonder: if the president of the United States could be a lying felon, who was next? The pope? Increasingly since Watergate, America has seen trusted icons fall like dominoes. “America's dad,” Bill Cosby? A serial rapist. Leagues of Roman Catholic priests? Pedophiles. Bill Clinton? Lance Armstrong? Scandal after scandal; so many, in fact, the suffix -gate of Watergate continues to this day as a hashtag for scandal.


How this relates to advertising is this: we've become a nation of eye-rollers and skeptics.


We scarcely believe anything we hear in the media anymore. It's important to note that this all-encompassing disbelief and skepticism was born long before Trump and QAnon started manufacturing propaganda about “fake news.” The trust between the average citizen and authority packed its suitcase and left town years ago.


So, the relevant point here is: given this history, how can any brand ever hope to be believed about anything?
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AUTHORITY GETS REPLACED WITH FAKE.


As “because we said so” started to lose its authority, more advertisers decided to simply replace their bullhorns with bullshit. Typical marketing strategies could be summed up as “Let's put some lipstick on this pig.” Unscrupulous brands played fast and loose with the truth, used deceptive pricing, hidden fees, and weasel words like “free trial” and “no risk.” Even with the FTC and FDA stepping in to keep the worst of the offenders in line, these practices continue to this hour.


Count how many products you see on the grocery store shelves that promise “Made with real cheese” or “Contains real fruit.” If those products were authentically cheese or fruit, would they feel the need to say those things? It's about as odd as if I tried to sell you a cell phone and said, “It's made with real cell phone.” Ultimately, inauthentic claims of “real” suggest something is fake.


Similarly, an asterisk suggests the claim it's attached to is not true. I submit, the average truck ad featuring a monthly payment of $1,200* can legitimately be read, “Drive this new Dodge Ram off the lot for the low monthly payment of $1,200We're lying.” You and I both know that low-low payment of $1,200* has a lawyer's briefcase full of fine-print qualifications propping it up; not to mention they likely gave that affordable price to just one truck so they could imply massive savings throughout their whole inventory.


Advertising images also reek of inauthenticity, the chief culprit being the stock photograph. You've seen the ads. The ones featuring fakey people with the fakey expressions doing fakey things: the Earnest Businessmen Sealing the Deal with a Firm American Handshake, the Hard-Working Executive Staring Thoughtfully into Her Computer Screen.


By my count, the stock photo in highest demand is Happy White Mom with Shopping Bags. To demonstrate how hungry the advertising industry is for this manufactured bullshit, Google “happy woman with shopping bags” (Figure 3.3). Then try scrolling down trying to reach the bottom of the feed. I tried, just this summer. But autumn came, as it must. The days grew shorter and, missing my loved ones, I had to log off.


“People today are experiencing an authenticity crisis, and with good reason,” wrote Frank Rose in The Art of Immersion. “Value is a function of scarcity, and in a time of scripted ‘reality TV' and Photoshop everywhere, authenticity is a scarce commodity. [W]hat people look for today, what they believe in, and are persuaded by, is authenticity”1
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Figure 3.3 Try getting to the bottom of a Google search for “Happy woman with shopping bags.” I'll wait here.








To Thine Own Brand, Be True.


In Chasing the Monster Idea, author Stefan Mumaw parses authenticity into two areas: brand authenticity and audience authenticity.


“Brand authenticity is being true to the character of the brand and what the brand stands for. Audience authenticity is presenting the message to the audience in a way that treats the audience appropriately to who they are… . Marketing efforts can succeed and fail in one or both ways.”2


Seems simple enough. To create advertising that rings true we must (1) promote a message that honestly reflects the truth about a brand and (2) express this truth in a way that doesn't come across as bullshit to customers. If we don't do both, Mumaw warns, “inauthentic brand messaging leads to … doubt, while inauthentic audience exchange leads to ridicule and backlash.”


It does seem simple, but any random sampling of advertising will convince you few brands get both right. Half of them get the first part wrong, trying to make you believe a brand is something it isn't. The other half express what may well be authentic brand messages but do so in ways that are clueless or cringe-worthy.


For customers, authentic speech is ultimately about sounding human, so it's critical to get the tone of your writing right. (We'll discuss copywriting in Chapter 5.) Mumaw says, “Authenticity of emotion is a key component… . It requires us to have an understanding of our audience that goes beyond demographics. It's not about who they are but rather what they feel.” If you don't get this part right, today's skeptical eye-rollers and Gen Z authenticity narcs3 will pillory you with a thousand memes. (Witness Pepsi's clueless Kendall Jenner commercial, 2017.)


 




“Authenticity is the benchmark against which all brands are now judged.”


—John Grant4








Copywriters can make or break the authenticity of any campaign. Venture capitalist Mike Troiano warns, “We seem to default to a kind of Official Marketing Bullshit mode we think sounds impressive but actually telegraphs overly packaged half-truths.”5 Which is why I tell my students, please, stop “writing ads.” Don't write. Talk. Talk to the page. Pretend you're talking to an actual human being who's capable of detecting bullshit.


Pretend you're sitting with your friend at a bar and you're talking about the product you're working on, which is, say, some unremarkable chain of Italian restaurants. And your friend asks you, “So, tell me again why I should go there?” To pass the test you have to look your friend in the eye and tell her your idea, with a straight face. If your answer is like most advertising these days, it'll likely be some insipid straight-out-of-the-brief line like “The reason? Oh, you'll discover how flavors of ancient Italy tantalize your tongue and suddenly you're in Rome.”


Your friend will blink, look at you for a second, and go, “… Duuude.”


I would. Wouldn't you? But if you can speak a brand message in an authentic human voice, even a message with a sales agenda, you're simply telling someone about a cool Italian joint you heard about. You're telling them the truth.


This bar stool scenario leads me to note here that word-of-mouth advertising is the most persuasive and credible of all forms of our craft. People may not trust what brands tell them but they trust their friends. This discussion, in turn, leads to social marketing, which we'll cover in later chapters, along with customer-generated content.
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“EMBRACING THE SUCK.”


Authenticity in advertising is an especially tricky proposition, given advertising is at its heart promotion and has an obvious agenda—sales. But being authentic doesn't require the absence of an agenda, only transparency and honesty and that we speak authentically.


Admitting your commercial is a paid message with an agenda is one effective way to disarm distrust. Alex Bogusky says, “This generation knows you're trying to sell them something and you know they know, so let's just drop the pretense and make the whole exercise as much fun as possible.”6


Bogusky, of Crispin Bogusky + Partners, was also known for kicking off client meetings by asking, “What is the elephant in the room?” He was asking, what is the truest thing that's keeping this brand from breaking through to greater growth? His agency's most noteworthy answer to this question was for Domino's Pizza. And it came from Domino's customers, who said, “Your pizza sucks.”


The campaign kicked off with TV commercials replaying focus group videos of customers saying these very things on camera. By the end of the spot, a voice-over says the brand is about to fix the problem. This acknowledgment of the elephant in the room gave Domino's the permission to authentically address how they were going to fix their product, bring old customers back, and attract new ones.


Any serious ad student should check out Crispin's case history on YouTube: “The Pizza Turnaround.” It is one of the most authentic, most effective advertising campaigns in history. When the agency won the account in 2007, Domino's stock traded at about $17 per share.7 As of this writing (2021), it's at $519.


Under-promising and over-delivering is another way to disarm distrust. Even self-deprecation can help establish authenticity. Consider again the tone of Volkswagen or Avis ads.


Admitting any kind of weakness may seem a counterintuitive way to establish trust but can be very effective. Perhaps the strongest version of admitting weakness is what some call “Embracing the Suck.”


Here we take an obvious weakness of a product and use it to accentuate the product's main strength. We can go all the way back to old examples, such as “With a name like Smucker's, it has to be good.” But for a more modern example, I'll refer you to YouTube again, this time to study Saatchi & Saatchi's campaign for Buckley's cough syrup. Watch the ads and you'll see they compare a sip of Buckley's horrible-tasting cough syrup to a sip of “public restroom puddle” or “spring break hot tub water.” This fake taste test signed off with the line, “It tastes awful. It works” (Figure 3.4). Did this approach work? Keep poking around YouTube and you'll find many fan-made videos of “happy” customers filming their horrified reactions as they treat their cold symptoms with Buckley's.


Sometimes you'll find what sucks isn't an attribute of the product, but some requirement handed down as an order by the client. It could be a crappy tagline, a jingle, or a spokesperson.


 [image: Photographs of Buckley's cough syrup and “Public Restroom Puddle.”]



Figure 3.4 Yes, this does indeed look like a taste test between Buckley's cough syrup and “Public Restroom Puddle.”






In these situations, ad veteran Jason Elm suggests, “If your assignment involves some must-have from the client that's geeky or boring, tackle it directly.” Embrace the suck. Don't try to avoid it by doing something you think is cool and then burying this must-have down in the corner or in the last 10 seconds of a video. Tackle it directly, says Jason, because “when you embrace the suck, good ideas often spill out of the very thing your instincts tell you to avoid.”


There's a solid business reason for all this honesty and transparency. Bogusky spells it out: “There are truths to almost every product and yet most advertisers shy away from those truths.” As consumers get savvier, he continues, “the brands that are unwilling to have a real and truthful conversation with consumers will become completely irrelevant and therefore invisible.”8


So, truth and authenticity are about how we say things.


Now comes the issue of what we say. Many creative briefs boil this down to what's commonly labeled a “key message.” Meaning, what exactly should we tell customers about any given brand?
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SOME THOUGHTS ON MESSAGING.


Before you put pencil to paper, there's some background work to do. You won't be doing it alone, though. You'll have help from the people in account service.


The account executives are the people in charge of a client's account at an agency. They work with the clients to define opportunities, set budgets and time lines, and a whole bunch of other stuff. They also help you present the work to the client; and the really good ones are great at selling the ideas as well. Overall, they're the liaison between client and agency, explaining one to the other, running interference, and acting as the marriage counselor when times call for it.


As it is with creatives, some account people are great, some so-so, and some bad. Try to hitch up with the smart ones and get assigned to the accounts they run. The good ones have the soul of a creative person and genuinely share your excitement over a great idea. They're articulate, honest, and inspiring, and like I said, the good ones have a better batting average at selling creative work.


Once you get into the agency business, you'll meet another team member called a strategist. The strategist is like a cultural anthropologist who studies a brand's customers looking for insights that drive their attitudes, opinions, and behavior.


So, diving into strategy, let's begin with DDB's favorite tactic: the truth.




Start with a central human truth.


Veteran copywriter Mark Fenske says your first order of business working on any project is to find the truest thing you can say about your product or brand. In fact, you should explore the truths about your product, the brand, and the whole category. Look also for the truest things you can say about your customer—the central human truth. That one thing that is undeniably, universally true.


Unfortunately, what many agencies and clients start with isn't truth, but facts. Facts about the product. Facts about the company. Clients generally love facts because they can measure them—plus, they fit on charts. Facts on charts are why you've heard “Milk builds strong bones” since you were in second grade. Problem is, nobody cares milk builds strong bones. Have you ever found yourself poking at the bone in your arm telling a friend, “No, seriously, does this feel soft to you? C'mon, feel it.”


Meanwhile, using truth, Goodby Silverstein + Partners figured how to sell milk by the trainload. Their strategist, John Steele, sent researchers into paid participant's homes to live, shop, and cook with the families. The unleveraged consumer insight they identified was this: consumers buy milk because milk “goes with things.” Think about it. Nobody sits down to pour a bowl of milk. They sit down for a bowl of cereal. Are you having cookies? Some cake? A big fat peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich? Man, I hope you got some milk around. This is how the explosively effective got milk? campaign was born. Google it (Figure 3.5).


 [image: Photos depict facts on the left, truth on the right.]



Figure 3.5 Facts on the left, truth on the right.






Interestingly, you never need to Google a truth. You generally know it instinctively. But if you don't have a feel for a certain category or customer base, you can always hear it being spoken on blogs, on the street, in customer reviews. Or from the stand-up comedians; that crowd is always getting right down to the human truths. I've had more than a few students inspired by studying comics' routines on different kinds of customers and their behavior. I remember one borrowed stand-up bit used in a hotel chain's ad about their luxurious bathrooms: “Towels so fluffy, you can barely close your suitcase.”


Bringing truth into the picture is the single best thing an ad agency can do for a client. Yet many clients will spend massive amounts of time and money to uncover brand truths and then—frightened by the results—proceed to cover them back up. They'll downplay a certain truth, minimize it. But marketing sleights-of-hand are kinda like the garage mechanic who comes out to tell you, “Well, I couldn't fix the brakes so I made your horn louder.” Clients will often deny these truths and cling tenaciously to what they want people to believe about their brand. The problem is clients don't own the brand and they don't own the truth; customers do.


Remember, we're talking about truth here—not what a client, a researcher, or a creative director want you to say. Amir Kassaei, of DDB Worldwide, put it this way:




Our [industry's] only reason for existence is to find or create a relevant truth—and to be honest, not only to the people we're talking to and want to sell something to, but to ourselves. Great ideas that change behavior happen only when they're based on a relevant truth. That's when they make an impact on societies and cultures and add value to people's lives. But as people get more connected and live a more advanced lifestyle, they'll be more critical of bullshit. People know more than ever, faster than ever. And that is a great thing because it will force us to be more critical of bullshit. As an industry, we have to stop falling into the trap of phony ideas.9





One last cool thing about leveraging human truths. In addition to making your messaging authentic, human insights will make your whole campaign more interesting. Check out this ad for the American Floral Marketing Council created by my friend Dean Buckhorn (Figure 3.6). Dean could have written something about how beautiful flowers are; he didn't. He instead focused on one of the truest things you can say about flowers—the use of flowers as a ticket out of Casa di Canine.


 [image: An illustration of the headline could have been something boring like: We're have a wide variety of beautiful flower arrangements.]



Figure 3.6 The headline could have been something boring like: “We have a wide variety of beautiful flower arrangements. One's just right for your budget.”










What is the emotion at the center of the brand?


Emotional appeals connect with customers more deeply than rational ones and finding that emotion is often all you need to get the ideas flowing.


Study your product, brand, or category, and find the emotional center.


Deciding which emotion to leverage is something you'll do early in the process. And the answer is always a combination of what your product is and whom you're talking to. If you're working on a website for a hospital, well, pie-in-the-face humor probably shouldn't be on the list.


Pick a mood. A feeling. You can change your mind later, but sometimes making this decision can give you focus. “Okay, this campaign is gonna be … thoughtful.” Or it's gonna be angry, or stark, or … well, you decide. What's right for your client? What's right for the customer?
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RESEARCH YOUR BRAND, ITS CUSTOMERS, AND ITS COMPETITION.




Get to know the client's customers as well as you can.


Read everything your strategists give you before putting pen to paper. Remember, most of the work you do will be targeted to people outside your social circle, perhaps people with whom you have no more in common than being a carbon-based organism.


But don't just read it. Feel it. Take a deep breath and sink slowly into the world of the person you're writing to. Read past the demographics. Maybe you're selling a retirement community. You're talking to an older person. Someone living on a fixed income. Maybe he's worried about becoming dependent on his kids. It hurts when he gets out of a chair. Recently, the idea of shoveling snow has taken on dark-red cardiac overtones. How does it feel to be this person? Screw the demographics and the HHI stats (household income). Find the emotion.


Empathize with him or her. Knowing your audience's true emotions will help ensure your ideas will be authentic.






Listen to customers talk.


Every chance you get to hear what customers are saying, listen. If there's a website or chat room about a product or brand, go there. Eavesdropping is the best way to learn what customers think, and with all the tools now available on the internet, monitoring public opinion has become too easy not to do it.


Less useful (and usually more infuriating) is to hear what customers are saying about your finished concepts in focus groups. God, I hate testing creative ideas in focus groups. There are probably just two things in the world I hate more than listening to focus group participants complain about an agency's ideas.* Focus groups hired to critique creative ideas just suck. I'm not the only person who believes describing your idea to people being paid $50 and a few free Dr. Peppers is a bane on the industry. The good focus groups are the ones customers are doing for free online every day.


Listening on social platforms may be the best place to do this, and we'll look at it more in Chapter 12. But inside the agency, the best place to turn for customer insights is the strategist. Their main purpose in life is to know what makes the customer tick.






Imagine a day in the life of your customer.


Long before any creative work is done, key members of the agency team will meet to map out a day in the customer's life. What they're looking for are customer contact points.


How does our client's typical customer spend a day? What does she do in the morning? Does she have Spotify playing while she fixes breakfast, or does she just grab something on the go? Does she drive to work? Does she have a tablet? Does she recycle? What blogs does she read? Does she watch TV news as she runs at the gym or listen to podcasts while running outside?


What we're doing here is looking for insight. It's kind of like we're trying to see the aquarium from the inside out, to move through our customers' world exactly the way they do. We're also looking for unexpected contact points with our audience. We're looking for places where customers might even welcome a cool message from our brand. Places where the right message could be less of an ad and more like information or entertainment.


Here's the thing to remember about this whole exercise: your main idea may emerge from one of these contact points—an idea you can then spread sideways and backward to fill in the whole campaign. A cool contact point can spark an idea, which you then fan into the flame of a bigger idea, and then into a full campaign.


A day in the life of a real estate agent is going to be different than a corporate executive's day. A real estate agent practically lives online and his mobile phone is parked on the car seat next to him 24/7. Meanwhile, the executive probably has people answering her phone and she gets more of her content on a desktop or by reading business pubs on the plane.


All this different-strokes-for-different-folks stuff may seem a little obvious but it's surprising how many agencies buy the media before finding the insight, or they simply use the same media plan to reach every audience. (“We'll buy TV for reach, social for frequency, and throw in a little radio for promotions.”)


During this exercise is also a good time to ask, “What would a generous brand do to get out and meet its customers?” Fallon's John King says generous brands are empathetic and tend to do things that aren't always commercially motivated; they pay less attention to their own marketing schedules and more to the calendars of their customers, “taking the time to know and understand what's going on in the audience's lives. Brands today should take cues from Google's ever-changing home page, asking how they can participate on St. Patrick's Day or Election Day instead of brainstorming ideas to ‘Drive sales in Q3!'—a concept that has no relevance to the average person's calendar.”10






Develop a deep understanding of the client's business.


Bill Bernbach said: “The magic is in the product… . You’ve got to live with your product. You've got to get steeped in it. You've got to get saturated with it.”11


The moral for writers and art directors is: do the factory tour. I'm serious. If you get the chance, go. Ask a million questions. How is the product made? What are the ingredients? What are their quality control criteria? Read every brochure. Read everything on their website. You may find ideas waiting in the middle of some spec sheet or unpacking video just waiting to be transplanted kit-and-caboodle into an idea. Learn your client's business.


Deep client knowledge will do more than help you get good ideas. Your clients are going to trust you more if you can talk to them about their industry in their terms. They'll quickly find you irrelevant if all you can speak about with authority is Century Bold versus Italic. There are no shortcuts. Know the client. Know the product. Know the market. It will pay off.






Examine the current positioning of the product or brand.


There's a book titled Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind, one I recommend with many caveats. (Although the strategic thinking of the authors is sound, I have many differences with them on the subject of creativity, which they declared “irrelevant.”)


The authors, Ries and Trout, maintain the customer's head has a finite amount of space in which to remember products. In each category, there's room for perhaps three brand names. If your product isn't in one of those slots, you must “de-position” a competitor to take its place.


Before you start, look at the current positioning of your product. How do the competitors position themselves? What niches are undefended? Should you concentrate on defining your client's position or do some de-positioning of their competition? Does their brand have an adjective? (Brand = Adjective.) Does yours?






Study your client's previous work.


The client or the account executives know where to find it online or in the agency archives. Study it. Maybe the previous agency tried something that was pretty cool, but perhaps didn't do it just right. How could you do it better? This will get your wheels turning as well as keep you from presenting ideas your client or their competitors have already tried.






Ask yourself what would make you want the product.


If it's the kind of product or service you can afford, buy it. The agency will likely pick up the expense. Go to their store. Sign up for their service online. Experience it. Set the product on your desk. Quiet your mind and ask, “What would make me want to buy this?”






Whenever you can, go for an absolute.


Best is better than good. It's not often the product or brand you're working on is, in fact, the best. But when it is, set up camp there.


This may be hard. In today's market, there are often very few differences between a product and its competitors. What usually happens here is the client or agency end up trying to leverage some rice-paper-thin difference nobody gives a fig about. (“Legal won't let us say anything else.”) But try your hardest not to settle for an -er. As in, a product being “quieter.” Or “faster.” Or “cleaner.”


Go for an absolute—an -est. Quietest, fastest, cleanest; that's all people are gonna remember anyway. All the rest of the claims in that middle ground are gray and forgettable.






Try to make your message incontestable.


Because an advertising idea is basically an argument on behalf of a brand, it makes sense to present a case good enough to end any further argument. With a statement that can't be refuted.


Once you've settled on your strongest statement, says Pete Barry in The Advertising Concept Book, think of a counterargument you might hear from some loud guy at a bar. Picture this guy in your head and create a comeback that sinks his boat. “If you [can think of a comeback] that would shut him up, you should consider working on a campaign based on this argument.”


Of course, there are products to which this advice won't apply, products that are all image, or products with no real difference worth hanging your hat on like, I don't know, paper cups. But when you have a fact at your command, use it. When you can say, “This product lasts twice as long as the competition,” what's to argue with?


The lesson? State fact, not manufactured nonsense about, oh, how “We Put the ‘Qua' in Quality.”






Try the competitor's product.


What's wrong with it? More important, what do you like about it? What's good about the advertising? As Winsor and Bogusky warn in Baked In, “Don't rationalize away what you [like about the competitor's product]. Find the truth they're exploiting that you are not.”12






Look at the competitors' advertising.


Each category quickly manages to establish its own brand of boring. Learn the visual clichés all the other brands in your category are using. Visit their websites and watch their videos. Study what they post on the social platforms. Creep through the woods, part the branches, and study the ground your competitors occupy. What seems to be their strategy? What's their look? (Those schmucks. They don't know what's coming.)
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THREE FINAL NOTES ON STRATEGY.




Insist on a simple strategy.


Advertising isn't “rocket surgery.” Most people live and think in broad strokes. Like we said earlier regarding “Brand = Adjective,” ask some guy in a mall about cars and he'll tell you Volvos are safe, Porsches are fast. Where's the genius here?


You want people who feel x about your product to feel y. That's about it. We're talking one adjective here. Most of the time, we're talking about going into a customer's brain and spot-welding one adjective to our client's brand. That's all. DeWalt tools = tough. The Economist = smart.


We'll return to the virtues of draconian simplicity in Chapter 6, but for now it suffices to invoke the classic advice, KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid. Don't let anyone make you overthink things. Try not to slice too thin. Think in bright colors.






Insist on a precise strategy.


Creative director Norman Berry wrote: “English strategies are very tight, very precise. Satisfy the strategy and the idea cannot be faulted even though it may appear outrageous. Many … strategies are often too vague, too open to interpretation. ‘The strategy for this product is taste,' they'll say. But that is not a strategy. Vague strategies inhibit. Precise strategies liberate.”13


You need a precise strategy. However, a strategy can become too precise. When there's no play in the wheel, an overly specific strategy demands a very narrow range of executions and becomes by proxy an execution itself. Good account people and strategists can fine-tune a strategy by moving it up and down a continuum that ranges between broad, meaningless statements and little, purse-lipped creative dictums masquerading as strategies.


When you have it just right, the strategy should be evident in the campaign, but the campaign should not be evident in the strategy. Jean-Marie Dru put it elegantly in his book Disruption:




There are two questions that need to be asked. The first is: Could the campaign I'm watching have been created without the brief? If the answer is yes, the odds are the campaign is lacking in content. You have to be able to see the brief in the campaign. The second question is a mirror image of the first… . Is the campaign merely a transcription of the brief? If the answer is yes, then there has been no creative leap, and the campaign lacks executional force.14










“Small rooms discipline the mind; large rooms distract it.”


—Leonardo da Vinci












Insist on a relevant strategy.


There are two things people commonly fire back at an ad or commercial. One is “Yeah, riiiiight.” The other is “So what?”


To prevent “Yeah, riiiiight,” we need to have a message that's truthful, incontestable, or measurably provable.


To prevent “So what?” we need to make sure what we're saying is relevant. It must matter to somebody, somewhere. It has to offer something customers want or solve a problem they have, whether it's a car that won't start or a drip that won't stop.


If you don't have something relevant to say, tell the clients to put their money away. Because no matter how well you execute it, an unimportant message has no receiver. The tree falls in the forest. Crickets chirp.






Remember: You have two problems to solve: the client's and yours.


You solve the account team's and the client's problem by saying exactly the right thing. That's relatively easy; it's spelled out in the creative brief. But you aren't finished until you've solved your problem—coming up with what you think is a brilliant solution. Where these two solutions overlap is the sweet spot.


Bernbach said, “Dullness won't sell your product, but neither will irrelevant brilliance.” The moral? Do both perfectly.
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TWO MODELS FOR STRATEGY AND MESSAGING.


First, if I may, some definitions.


A business strategy is a broad perspective of how a company will achieve its long- and short-term goals for growth. Slightly different is the marketing strategy, which interprets the goals listed in the business strategy into an actionable plan for marketing, a small part of which is the company's overall advertising strategy. To create a campaign for a particular audience, we generally work from a specific creative strategy. All of this finally boils down to a single document you will work from called the creative brief—a distillation of the customer insights, a budget, a key message, and a list of the deliverables laid out in an actionable plan.


As a junior art director or copywriter, you won't be expected to create any of these. They usually come from the account team, the strategists, or the client. But advertising students must have something to start from. So here are two simple structures that may help you synthesize all you've learned about a brand, its customers, and the competition into a solid starting place.


This first structure I learned from strategist Andrew Teagle. With Goodby and Crispin on his résumé, Andrew's pedigree is way up there, working as he did on both the got milk? and truth® campaigns. In new business pitches, I would watch as Andrew put the following image up on the screen and walk a client through his logic. It was three circles visualizing this question (Figure 3.7): “What do we have that customers want and the competition isn't giving them?”


Up on the presentation screen, Andrew would put the top left circle representing the brand. This was when he'd discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the client's offerings. Next, he'd add the circle at top right representing the customer, and he'd do a deep dive on all the findings about the target audience. He'd end with the circle at the bottom, which represented all the client's competitors, and here he discussed how customers perceived the strengths and weaknesses of the competition.


Andrew's diagram is simple but it covers pretty much everything. Answer this question and you'll likely have a good messaging platform. It's written with the customer in mind, and it differentiates your brand from the competition.


Another useful format for organizing your thinking is Figure 3.8. Its structure is a simplified version of a typical creative brief.


 [image: Schematic illustration of how some agencies derive their creative briefs.]



Figure 3.7 How some agencies derive their creative briefs.






For an example, let's pretend our client is Best Buy—the big-box retailer that sells everything from phones to computers and flat-screens to gaming systems. Best Buy wants us to create their annual holidays retail campaign.


Okay, so obviously we're targeting parents. As a parent, my personal customer insight would be I'd want to make sure there's at least one gift my kids go nuts about and run around the house yelling, “Best Christmas ever!!” So, here's how I might write my brief (Figure 3.9).


These are very simplified formats and there is so much more to marketing strategy than we can cover here. Many students start studying the creative side of advertising and end up fascinated with the psychological nuances involved in studying consumer behavior and creating strategy.


Once the client approves a creative brief, it's time to start thinking—or as we creatives in the industry call it, “concepting.” You know, that part where you sit in a room for hours, staring at our partner's shoes.





 [image: Schematic illustration of a very simplified version of the standard creative brief.]



Figure 3.8 A very simplified version of the standard creative brief.









 [image: Schematic illustration of a sample brief for a holidays campaign from Best Buy.]



Figure 3.9 A sample brief for a holidays campaign from Best Buy.
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Figure 4.1 A short, five-word course in advertising.










  
    



4
A CONTROLLED DAYDREAM: CONCEPTING: COMING UP WITH IDEAS.






BEFORE WE BEGIN, A QUICK NOTE. The first edition of this book came out in 1998—last century, basically. At the time, the possibilities of advertising online were just starting to be realized, and since then the number of media delivering advertising has increased every year.


That said, to begin our discussion of advertising we have to begin somewhere, and so for the purposes of this book, we'll make the humble print ad our starting point. No, it's not interactive, and it doesn't link to other print ads. You don't have to go to LA to make one, and its life usually ends under a puppy. But in its simple two dimensions of white space, it contains all the challenges we need to discuss the entire creative process.


In the little white square we draw on our pads, we'll learn design and art direction. We'll hone our writing. We'll learn how to be information architects—how to move a reader's attention from A to B to C—and these basic skills will stay with us and prove critical as we move from print ads to tweets. As Pete Barry says, “Print is to all of advertising what figure drawing is to fine art; it provides a creative foundation.”1


We'll be talking mostly about the crafts of copywriting and art direction, two infinitely portable disciplines. Everything you learn about writing and art direction here applies to pretty much any surface you'll be working on, from bus sides to computer screens. Yes, there are nuances when it comes to online, writing for search optimization, for example. And later on, we'll get to systems thinking. But overall, copywriting and art direction are the two disciplines someone will need to have when it comes time to make an ad, create a website, or record a radio spot.


Let's begin this part of our discussion with a quotation from Helmut Krone, the man who did VW's “Think Small,” my vote for the industry's first great ad. He said, “I start with a blank piece of paper and try to fill it with something interesting.”


So, if I'm working on a print ad, I generally do the same thing. I get a clean sheet of paper and draw a small rectangle.


And then I start.
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GET SOMETHING, ANYTHING, ON PAPER.




Just start.


There's a remarkable book titled The War of Art: Break Through the Blocks and Win Your Inner Creative Battles. Author Steven Pressfield writes, “It's not the writing part that is hard. What's hard is sitting down to write.” What keeps us from sitting down, he says, is “creative resistance.”2


So, just start.


We've all done it. We say stuff like, “I have to do more research.” “I gotta take care of these emails first.” “I just don't feel inspired.” But these are just rationalizations for why we won't sit down and face the intimidating empty page, what Hemingway called “the white bull.” Author Seth Godin, agrees, and says many people “are creative when they feel like it, but you're only going to become a professional if you can do it when you don't feel like it. And that emotional waiver is why this is … work and not [a] hobby.”


So, just start. Start aggressively. Don't lean back waiting for the muse to alight on your shoulder. Lean into the page. Chase as many ideas as fast and aggressively as you can.


And when you do sit down to work, commit to three-hour sessions. You know you're gonna blow the first 20 minutes talking about some movie you saw on Netflix. But three hours—when you subtract time for bathroom breaks and coffee refills—gives you a solid two to two-and-a-half hours of concepting time.


If you sit for a single hour of concepting time, you might get lucky but it's not likely you'll build up a head of steam. Try to push much past three hours and you'll see diminishing returns.


 




“Inspiration usually comes during work rather than before it.”


—Novelist Madeleine L'Engle












First, say it straight. Then say it great.


To get the words flowing, sometimes it helps to simply write what it is you want to say. Make it memorable or different later. First, just say it. Flat out.


Try beginning a headline with: “This is an ad about …” And then just keep writing. Who knows? By the time you get to the end of the sentence, you might find you have something just by snipping off the “This is an ad about” part. Even if you don't, you've focused, a good first step. Go for art later. Start with clarity. Start with getting something, anything, on paper.






Create a word and image list.


This is almost always the first thing I do when starting a project. I rope off a couple of pages in my notebook and fill them with words and images that come to mind as I concentrate on whatever project I'm working on. Others call this process “mind mapping” and a quick look at mind map images on Google should explain it almost immediately.


Let's say we're working on a campaign for Evinrude outboard engines. I start a list on the page: Fish. Water. Boat. Two-stroke. Gas guzzler. H2O. Throttle. Flotsam. Jetsam. Atlantic. Titanic. On another page, I sketch any relevant images that float into mind. They could be memes, symbols, visual concepts, anything connected to the product or category.


Think of these words and images as the molecular building blocks of ideas. Stare at them. Wait for things to happen. They will.






Dig shallow holes everywhere.


The information in the creative brief is full of advice on where we ought to dig to find the best answer. Added together—the strategy, target audience, message—they all serve to direct our focus to a certain area, like it's this one square acre where it's likely the answers will be found.


But instead of digging up the entire acre, we dig shallow little holes all over the place. Like little creative tests. In the beginning of any creative process, it's important to try a wide variety of different approaches.


In Rethink the Business of Creativity, the authors give us this advice:




Don't waste your time and energy digging deep until you've uncovered a shiny nugget or two. In advertising terms, this means doing a wide initial exploration, testing out various insights. Against simple executions such as a billboard, a tagline, or a script. Quick sketches of your ideas are all you need during the beginning of the creative process. For an artist it could mean doing many pencil sketches before putting paint to canvas. You're looking for proof-of-concept at this shallow hole stage—just enough validation to know it could be worth it to dig [deeper here].3





Even if you do happen to find a gold nugget or two, don't stop the search to set up camp around one promising find. Resist the urge to rush to the computer and start polishing. Just capture the concept on paper and keep digging.


At the beginning of the creative process, it's important to try a wide variety of different approaches.






Allow yourself to come up with really terrible ideas that are no good at all.


In Bird by Bird, Anne Lamott's book on the art of writing fiction, she says:




The only way I can get anything written at all is to write really, really crappy first drafts. That first draft is the child's draft, where you let it pour out and then let it romp all over the place, knowing that no one is going to see it and that you can shape it later. You just let this childlike part of you channel whatever voices and visions come through and onto the page. If one of the characters wants to say, “Well, so what, Mr. Poopy Pants?,” you let her.4





Same thing in advertising. Start with some flat statement like “Sale ends Saturday” and just go from there. If it sounds like I'm asking you to write down bad ideas, I am; there's something liberating about writing them down. It's as if doing so actually flushes them out of your system.


Many of us resist this advice, out of vanity, I think. We simply cannot picture our fine selves writing down anything that doesn't quiver and glow with brilliance. Why? Because this is a brand-new note pad, we think. Only great stuff should be written here. But then we remember, a sheet of paper costs about a squillionth of a cent. It's a workbench, not a roped-off area at the Louvre. Scribble away. Keep writing. Don't stop.






Work fast. Fail faster.


I'll wager any aspiring copywriter reading this book can write a beautiful headline. I'll also bet that if this aspiring copywriter and I were to race, I'd probably manage to write a beautiful headline first.


With years of experience under my ever-widening belt, I know how to fail faster than juniors. I know when to abandon an approach that's not working. I know how to pick up an idea in my head, inspect its possibilities, and decide quickly: keep it, drop it. I can come up with 50 really horrible ideas in the time it takes a junior to get 10. The quantity of ideas I'm able to produce in a given amount of time increases the odds I'll strike quality sooner.


All creativity is an iterative process. We start off by making a sketch of an idea. Then we cock our heads at it, see a possible way to improve it, and sketch it a different way. Then we sketch another improvement, then another. There's a saying: “All art is a series of recoveries from the first line drawn.”


In Chasing the Monster Idea, Stefan Mumaw discusses failure: “Figuring out how to master this process of failing fast and failing cheap and fumbling toward success is probably the most important thing companies have to get good at.”5 Writer Jena McGregor agrees, calling it “getting good at failure.”


At a SXSW Interactive seminar I chaired, most folks in the audience agreed failure is practically a federally required ingredient of creativity. You have to risk a belly flop, particularly in the online space, where a sense of play is important. And part of play is failure: the skinned knee, the black eye. Everyone at the seminar, to a person, said to push past the pain and “fail forward, fail harder, fail gloriously.” Whatever flavor of fail you get, our group said, get up, walk it off, and go at it again.


 




“The trick is to go from one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm.”


—Winston Churchill












Interpret the problem using different mental processes.


If there was a boot camp for ad creatives, it would probably be this section where we talk about basic “concepting techniques”—a fancy term that refers to all the different ways you can screw around with words and images to make something cool, which is basically what concepting is.


The list that follows is just some of the techniques that come to mind. There are other lists you can study. Mario Pricken, author of Creative Advertising, created a pdf you can Google titled Kick Start: A Methodology for Producing Ideas. And online there's also a wonderful site called DeckofBrilliance.com.








	Use visuals only

	With product

	Substitute 




	Use words only

	Without product

	Combine 




	Omit

	Before and after

	Separate 




	Understate

	Simulate

	Reframe 




	Contemporize

	Use the medium

	Invert 




	Symbolize

	Change perspective

	Transpose 




	Abstract

	Eliminate

	Distort 




	Compare

	Focus

	Rotate 




	Metaphor

	Dissect

	Distort 




	Passage of time

	Repetition

	Exaggerate 
  


Think of each technique on the list as a sort of lens through which you can shoot the main message you want to communicate. At first it will feel clumsy pausing to pick up each one of these different lenses, but after a while you get used to it, and soon you'll be able to do it without thinking about it.


So, take your main message and start processing it through these different filters. Come at the problem from wildly different angles. George Felton asks, “How many different solutions can you find—and how quickly? Are you able to see a problem from multiple points of view? How dissimilar are your ideas from each other? Can you leap around or is each idea just a logical half-step from the last?”6 Don't keep sniffing all four sides of the same fire hydrant. Run like a crazed dog through entire neighborhoods.


On the next couple of pages, you will see a variety of famous Volkswagen ads that reflect some of these techniques (Figures 4.2–4.4). Except for the first and last examples, all were created by Doyle Dane Bernbach in the ’60s.


 [image: Photos depict a visually dominant ad for VW and a copy-driven one.]



Figure 4.2 A visually dominant ad for VW and a copy-driven one.










Think it through before you settle for the ol' exaggeration thing.


I put the “exaggerate” technique at the end of that list of concepting approaches because it's used so commonly. Granted, there are great ideas out there using exaggeration to good effect. I'm just sayin' exaggeration is too often the first concepting techniques junior creatives apply.


Say you're doing an ad for a water heater. The exaggeration technique's first 100 ideas will be knee-jerk scenarios about how cold the water will be if you don't buy this water heater: “What if we had, like, ice cubes coming out of the water faucet. See? ’Cause it's so cold, the water faucet will have like ice cubes, right? Ice cubes, man … 'cause … 'cause the water's like really cold.”


 [image: An illustration of Clockwise from top right: Omission, understatement, using symbols, and contemporizing.]



Figure 4.3 Clockwise from top right: Omission, understatement, using symbols, and contemporizing.






 [image: An illustration of Clockwise from top right: Comparison, metaphor, and abstraction.]



Figure 4.4 Clockwise from top right: Comparison, metaphor, and abstraction.








	Buy a lottery ticket and you'll be so rich that ______________. (Fill in with I'm-really-rich jokes here.)


	Buy this car and you'll go so fast that ______________. (Insert cop-giving-ticket jokes here.)





It's just a little too easy. I'm not saying it's off-limits. Just be aware when you're using it. Pete Barry further cautions if you're going to do an exaggeration scenario, make sure you base it on a truth; otherwise, you have only a silly contrivance—as in this cousin of the exaggeration technique Teressa Iezzi identified in The Idea Writers: “I'm so distracted by the awesome nature of this product that I didn't notice (INSERT OUTRAGEOUS VISUAL PHENOMENON HERE!!).”7


A tired old idea to which we say, “Meh.”






Go in the opposite direction.


Look at what every other brand in your category is doing and then go the other direction. They're using film and photography? Try painting. They're running their campaigns on social platforms. Try outdoor.


You can also try considering the opposite of the product itself. What doesn't your product do? Who doesn't need the product? When is the product a waste of money? Study the inverse problem and see where the opposite thinking leads.


Tom Monahan calls this “180˚ thinking.” Recently, I saw a great 180˚ idea in a student portfolio. It was a small poster for a paint manufacturer that painters could leave after a job was finished. Above the company's logo, the warning read: “Dry Paint.”






Spend some time away from your partner, thinking on your own.


I think many teams prefer to start this way. It gives both of you a chance to look at the problem from your own perspectives, before you each bring your ideas to the table.






Share your ideas with your partner, especially the kinda dumb ones.


Just because an idea doesn't work yet doesn't mean it might not work eventually. I sometimes find I get something that looks like it might go somewhere, but I can't do anything with it. It just sits there. Some wall inside prevents me from taking it to the next level. That's when my partner scoops up my miserable little half-idea and runs with it over the goal line.


Remember, the point of teamwork isn't to impress your partner by sliding a fully finished idea across the table. It's about how 1 + 1 = 3.


That said, I also remind you not to say aloud every stinking thing that comes into your head. It's counterproductive. I worked with someone like this once, and—in addition to trying to concept in a state of irritation—I ended up with a bad case of “idea-rrhea” that lasted the whole weekend.






Allow your partner to come up with terrible ideas. Don't play devil's advocate.


Being the devil's advocate is a fine role to take when road-testing an idea before taking it to a client. But it has no place in the early part of the creative process. Instead, do what writing coach Sydney Shore suggests: play the “angel's advocate.” Ask: What is good about the idea? What do you like about it? Coax the little guy along.


It's worth noting here, too, the quickest way to shut down your partner's contribution to the creative process is to smirk or roll your eyes at a bad idea. Never. Ever. Do. This. Even if the idea truly and most sincerely blows, just say, “Hmmm … that's interesting” and move on.


Take whatever your partner puts out and toss it back with your spin on it. In Creative Advertising, author Mario Pricken likens this conceptual back-and-forth to a game: “a kind of ping-pong ensues, in which you catapult each other into an emotional state resembling a creative trance.”8






Let your subconscious mind do it.


Where do ideas come from? I have no earthly idea.


In 1900 or so, a writer named Charles Haanel said true creativity comes from “a benevolent stranger, working on our behalf.” Novelist Isaac Singer said, “There are powers who take care of you, who send you patience and stories.” And film director Joe Pytka said, “Good ideas come from God.” I think they're probably all correct. It's not so much our coming up with great ideas as it is creating a canvas where a painting can appear.


So do what Marshall Cook suggests in his book Freeing Your Creativity: “Creativity means getting out of the way… . If you can quiet the yammering of the conscious, controlling ego, you can begin to hear your deeper, truer voice in your writing, … [not the] noisy little you that sits out front at the receptionist's desk and tries to take credit for everything that happens in the building.”9


Stop the chatter in your head. Breathe from your stomach. Ask, what does the ad want to say? Not you, the ad. In The Creative Companion, David Fowler says, “Maybe if you walked around the block you could hear it more clearly. Maybe if you went and fed the pigeons, they'd whisper it to you. Maybe if you stopped telling it what it needed to be, it would tell you what it wanted to be. Maybe you should come in early when it's quiet.”10


Try it. Just shut up. Listen.


In The Creative Process Illustrated, Griffin and Morrison quote ad veteran Jim Haven on his process:




I have a feeling that creativity usually happens on the side of your thoughts rather than the front or the back. It's a non-linear by-product of thinking about something logically. You can't logic creativity. You can't even make creativity. You can only hope to replicate the process in which creativity might develop, like a petri dish for your thoughts. To me, it's like flexing a muscle and relaxing. The relaxing is where the magic happens.11





As you can see, it's hard to describe exactly what this “concepting” business is. Here is the venerable Dan Wieden's attempt: “To me, there's always a sense of you're not creating something, but that you're in a dialogue with the work itself and you need to listen to the work and respond to what it's saying.” Wieden goes on: “You can't be pushing it all the time, because then you delude yourself. You need to somehow have this ‘conversation' with it. You're in communication with something and pulling it up out of nonexistence into existence.”12


Man, pulling stuff out of nonexistence sounds like a fun job.






Low-hanging fruit, the barren wasteland, and eureka.


At the beginning of the creative process, beware of the Valley of Low-Hanging Fruit. As you first wander through this fabled forest, you will probably feel like an advertising genius. Because you'll be grabbing ideas left and right with ease. Wow, this is so easy, you think, as you pluck ready-made ideas, fully formed, one after another off the boughs.


But here's the thing about early ideas that come quickly: they're easy. Too easy. Pretty much any- and everybody else who's working the same problem will see these same easy solutions. The smart thing to do here is to simply write down every too-easy idea and move on. Maybe later you'll be able to convert it into something new and interesting.


The next phase of the creative process is everybody's least favorite. I'll call it the Barren Wasteland. I'm talking about those periods when you simply have no usable ideas. Every single thing you come up with sucks. The ideas slow to a trickle and stop. The crickets begin to chirp and tumbleweed rolls through the wide, empty space between your ears and all you can do is stare at the wall.


Other than gutting it out, there's no secret to getting through a wasteland. Periods like this simply happen on every creative journey and professionals get used to them. As we noted previously, in James Webb Young's classic paradigm for idea development, the wasteland is simply his step 3: the part where your subconscious is also wrestling with the problem. I mention Young here because we must get through this step to get to his step 4: the a-ha moment. Problem is, eureka! arrives only after a long slog through the barren wasteland.


Get coffee. Strap in.
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A FEW WORDS ABOUT PICTURES.




Can the solution be entirely visual?


The screen saver on the computers at London's Bartle Bogle Hegarty reads, “Words are a barrier to communication.” Creative director John Hegarty says, “I just don't think people read ads.”


There's a reason they say a picture is worth a thousand words. When you first picked up this book, what did you look at? I'm betting it was the pictures.


Granted, if you interest readers with a good visual or headline, yes, they may go on to read your copy. But the point is, visuals work fast. As the larger brands become globally marketed, visual solutions become even more important. They translate, not surprisingly, better than words.


The ad for Mitsubishi's Space Wagon (Figure 4.5) from Singapore's Ball Partnership is one of my all-time favorites. The message is delivered entirely with one picture and a thimbleful of words. What could you possibly add to or take away from this concept?


 [image: Photograph of long-copy ads.]



Figure 4.5 Long-copy ads can be great. This is not one of them.






Relying on the image means it assumes added responsibilities; it has to carry the idea. You can't bury your main selling idea down in the copy. If readers don't get what you're trying to say from the visual, they won't get it and will move on. You have to bake the main selling idea right into the visual.






Can your brand own something visual?


You've got to find something your client can call their own: a shape, a color, a design—something unique.


Helmut Krone: “I was working on Avis and looking for a page style. That's very important to me, a page style. I think you should be able to tell who's running an ad at a distance of twenty feet.”13


What's interesting about Krone's statement is he's not talking about billboards but print ads. And if you look at his two most famous campaigns, they stand up to the test. You could identify his Volkswagen and Avis ads from across a street (Figure 4.6).


The longer I'm in this business, the more I'm convinced art direction is where the major battle for brand building happens. Once you establish a look, once you stake out a design territory, no one else can use it without looking like your brand. The Economist practically owns the color red. And Apple's signature color of white in its stores and all its packaging fairly screams “Apple.”


 [image: An illustration of DDB art director Helmut Krone said the Avis look came from a deliberate reversal of the VW look. VW had large pictures, Avis, small. VW had small body type, Avis, large.]



Figure 4.6 DDB art director Helmut Krone said the Avis look came from a deliberate reversal of the VW look. VW had large pictures, Avis, small. VW had small body type, Avis, large. Note the absence of an Avis logo.






Own something visual.






Coax an interesting visual out of your product or its benefit.


Many years ago, when he was a little boy, my son Reed and I were playing, and we stumbled on a fun mental exercise using his toy car.


I held the car in its traditional four-wheels-to-the-ground position and asked him, “What's this?” “A car,” he said. I tipped it on its side. Two wheels on the ground made the image a “motorcycle.” I tipped the car on its curved top. He saw a hull and declared it a “boat.” When I set it tailpipe to ground, pointing straight up, he saw propulsion headed moonward and told me, “It's a rocket!”


Look at your product and do the same thing. Visualize it on its side. Upside down. Make its image rubber. Stretch your product visually six ways to Sunday, marrying it with other visuals, other icons, and see what you get—always keeping in mind you're trying to coax out of the product a dramatic image with a selling benefit.


What if it were bigger? Smaller? On fire? What if you gave it legs? Or a brain? What if you put a door in it? What is the perfectly wrong way to use it? What other thing does it look like? What could you substitute for it?


Take your product, change it visually, and by doing so dramatize a customer benefit.






Get the visual clichés out of your system right away.


Somewhere out there is the Home for Tired Old Visuals. Sitting there in rocking chairs on the porch are visuals like Uncle Sam, a talking baby, and a proud lion, just rocking back and forth waiting for someone to come use them in ads once again. (“When we were young, we were in all kinds of ads. People used to LOVE us.”)


Remember: every category has its version of tired old visuals. It's like the Valley of Low-Hanging Fruit, with pictures. In insurance, it's grandfathers flying kites with grandchildren. In the tech industries, it's earnest people wearing glasses in which you can see the reflection of their computer screen. Learn what iconography is overused in your category, and then … don't do that.


Check out this ad for Head golf clubs (Figure 4.7) No greenways. No golf stars. Imagine how it stood out in all the golfing pubs it ran in.




 [image: Photograph of a sledge hammer.]



Figure 4.7 I like how the creative team pictured a sledge hammer and not some Tired Old Visual, like two old white guys on the green high-fiving each other.










Metaphors must've been invented for advertising.


They aren't always right for the job, but when they are, they can be a quick and powerful way to communicate. Shakespeare did it: “Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?”


In my opinion (and the neo-Freudian Carl Jung's), the mind works and moves through and thinks in and dreams in symbols. Red means anger. A dog means loyal. A hand coming out of water means help. Ad people might say each of these images has “equity,” something they mean by dint of the associations people have ascribed to them over the years. You may be able to use such equity to your client's advantage, particularly when the product or service is intangible such as, say, insurance. A metaphor can help make it tangible.


What makes metaphors particularly useful to your craft is they're a sort of conceptual shorthand and say with one image what you might otherwise need 20 words to say. They get a lot of work done quickly and simply.


The trick is doing it well. Just picking up a meme or some prepackaged image and plopping it down next to your client's logo won't work. But when you can take an established image (for example, a mime), put some spin on it, and use it in some new and unexpected way that relates to your product advantage, things can get pretty cool. VW does this in Figure 4.8, elegantly suggesting how quiet the ride in a new Golf is.


Verbal metaphors can work equally well. I remember a great ad from Nike touting their athletic wear for baseball. Below the picture of a man at bat, the headline read, “Proper attire for a curveball's funeral.” In Figure 4.9 another verbal metaphor is put to good use to describe the feeling of flooring it in a Porsche.*






Remember, something has to dominate the page.


Whether it's a big headline, a large visual, or a single word floating in white space, somebody's got to be the boss.


Every design needs a boss. There needs to be an overall visual hierarchy, an implied order of the relative importance of the elements of the whole. The late Roy Grace, one of the famous art directors from Doyle Dane Bernbach, wrote on this issue:


 [image: Photograph of Metaphor as ad.]



Figure 4.8 Metaphor as ad. Mimes = quiet.






 [image: Photograph of verbal metaphors work.]



Figure 4.9 Verbal metaphors work just as well as visual ones.








There has to be a point on every page where the art director and the writer want you to start. Whether that is the center of the page, the top right-hand corner, or the left-hand corner, there has to be an understanding, an agreement, and a logical reason where you want people to look first.14









“Do I want to write a letter or send a postcard?”


In his book Cutting Edge Advertising,15 Jim Aitchison offers up this early fork in the road: do you want to write a letter or just drop a postcard?


Do you have a lot of information to impart or is it just one thought? Picture a sliding scale, with an all-visual idea on one side and all-verbal idea on the other. What's the right mix for your product and your message? Remember, something must dominate.


A postcard, says Aitchison, is an idea that's visually led. A single visual and sometimes a small bit of copy is all that are needed to make the point. Volkswagen's Golf ad with the mimes is a postcard. Figure 4.10 is another good example of a postcard from Land Rover via its Chinese agency, Y&R Beijing.


However, a letter is an ad that's predominantly copy-driven. It's probably better for ideas that have to deliver a more complex message. Just the sheer weight of the body copy adds a sense of gravitas to the product regardless of whether the reader takes in a word of the copy. Here's another ad for Land Rover, this one done by my friends at GSD&M (Figure 4.11).


 [image: Photograph of Land Rover's postcard ad.]



Figure 4.10 Land Rover's postcard ad. In terms of brand = adjective, I'd say Land Rover = adventure.






You'll see both letter ads and postcard designs throughout this book. Give special attention to how each visual or verbal format serves the different messages the brands are trying to convey.






Can you use the physical environment as your visual?


Sometimes the very place your idea appears can become the “visual” for the concept. This mixture of medium and message happens frequently in ads placed in what media people call “ambient media.” There are hundreds of possibilities typically for sale in any urban environment: hanging straps on subway cars, the handle of a grocery cart, or on back of the receipt when you check out.


When the editorial environment is right, this also works in print. One of my all-time favorites was delivered on the back cover of my Rolling Stone magazine (Figure 4.12). The headline's a little small here, but it reads: “Cover shot with Portrait mode on iPhone 7 Plus.” Ad as demonstration. Brilliant.





 [image: An illustration of 630 words of Gold One Show body copy.]



Figure 4.11 “If we've learned one thing in 30 years of building Range Rovers, it is this. An ostrich egg will feed eight men.” Followed by 630 words of Gold One Show body copy.






 [image: An illustration of the headline on the back of the magazine reads: “Cover shot with Portrait mode on iPhone 7 Plus.”]



Figure 4.12 The headline on the back of the magazine reads: “Cover shot with Portrait mode on iPhone 7 Plus.”










Show, don't tell.


Telling people something is never as powerful as showing them. The iPhone ad shows us. And because it's not telling us, the ad didn't need a clever headline. The classic ad by BMP London for Fisher-Price's anti-slip roller skates is another great example (Figure 4.13).






Avoid style. Focus on substance.


Remember, styles change; typefaces and design and art direction, they all change. Fads come and go. But people are always people. They want to look better, make more money, feel better, be healthy. They want security, attention, and achievement. These things about people aren't likely to change.


So, focus your efforts on speaking to these basic needs, rather than tinkering with the current visual affectations. Your art direction is about more than looking up-to-date. It's about concentrating on the soul of an idea instead of the width of its lapels. Riding the wave of every passing fad will make your work look trendy and derivative. Pull the look out of the DNA of the brand and focus instead on the substance of what you want to communicate.


 [image: Photograph of the mental image this ad paints of two kids landing on their bums is more powerful than actually showing them that way.]



Figure 4.13 The mental image this ad paints of two kids landing on their bums is more powerful than actually showing them that way.
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CHASING A CAMPAIGN IDEA.




Pick a small customer contact point and then think big.


We've used print as a great starting point to talk about concepting. Now it's time to apply that creative thinking free of form.


Think back to the exercise we talked about in the last chapter, where we imagined a day in the life of the customer. Consider where your brand and a customer might run into each other during the day. What opportunities jump out at you? Find one that intrigues you and play with it.


In Laurence Minksy's book How to Succeed in Advertising When All You Have Is Talent, Weiden's Susan Hoffman put it this way:




Think holistically… . [What] would you do in the store? How can you pull the iconography of the campaign right into the clothing hang tag? A coupon? Online? The best work has legs to go everywhere and puts a strong, consistent, visual imprint on every consumer touch point. It's important to bring this kind of thinking to your work… . Take this inventiveness and apply it to the business. But do more than just ads. Produce an album, experiment with graffiti, invent a new product, shoot a film, or write a book.16





Think creatively about different media where your message can appear. Look for possible customer contact points with the customer. For instance, the inside bottom of a paper coffee cup might be a good place to put a message about sweeteners. Maybe a dingy subway car is just the place to tell a glassy-eyed commuter she might like a week in St. Thomas. If your client is an organization for some social issue, why not projection map your idea all over the building across from city hall? (A British agency projected a provocative ad directly onto Houses of Parliament.)


Creating campaign executions isn't a matter of copying and pasting a print ad onto a billboard and a website. To fully realize the possibilities of a multimedia campaign, you'll need to drag your main idea through each medium and start from scratch when you get there. Leverage the unique strengths of outdoor's scale; of online's ability to let users interact with a brand; of video's film, sound, music, and visual storytelling.


The challenge is to make your product look totally cool in each medium and then, at the end of the day, have your overall campaign and the overall experience hang together with one consistent look, one consistent narrative.






Once you get on a streak, ride it.


The famous scientist Linus Pauling said: “The best way to get a good idea is to get a lot of ideas… . At first, they'll seem as hard to find as crumbs on an oriental rug. Then they start coming in bunches. When they do, don't stop to analyze them; if you do, you'll stop the flow, the rhythm, the magic. Write each idea down and go on to the next one.”


When the words finally start coming, stay on it. Don't break for lunch. Don't put it off ’til Monday. You'd be surprised how cold some trails get once you leave them for a few minutes.






Make sure every piece in the campaign makes sense all by itself.


You are not in control of when or where a customer runs into your campaign. It's not like you're walking a customer through your portfolio and you get to say, “Okay, we kick off the campaign with this piece.” Every single element must be completely understandable, whole, in and of itself. Kinda like how each cell contains the DNA for the whole organism. (Sorry. Got deep there for a sec.)






Work. Don't talk. Work.


Don't talk about the concepts you're working on. Talking turns energy you could use to be creative into talking about being creative. It's also likely to send your poor listener looking for the nearest espresso machine because an idea talked about is never as exciting as the idea itself. If you don't believe me, call me up sometime and I'll describe the movie Inception to you.


Work. Just work. The time will come to unveil. For now, just work. The best ad people I know are like ninjas, silent and deadly. You never hear them out in the hallways talking about their ideas. They're working.


I saw a cool bumper sticker the other day: “Work hard in silence. Let success be your noise.”






Come up with a lot of ideas. Cover the wall.


It's tempting to think the best advertising people just peel off great campaigns 10 minutes before they're due. But that is perception, not reality. My friend, Jay Russell, told me when he was at Crispin Porter + Bogusky, he remembers looking at more than 2,000 ideas—polished, worked-out ideas—for a Microsoft Android campaign. He said the pile of ideas stacked in the corner of his office came up to his waist.


More often, these piles of ideas are tacked up in an agency conference room somewhere. During a new business pitch, agencies will often call it the War Room. But you can create your own version, whether on a wall or digitally, using something like Canva or Figma.


Once you've come up with hundreds of ideas, this is where the cool part happens.


 




“Creativity is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which ones to keep.”


—“Dilbert” cartoon creator, Scott Adams












Write hot. Edit cold.


Get it on paper, fast and furious. Be hot. Let it pour out. Don't edit anything when you're coming up with the ads. Then, later, be ruthless. Cut everything that's not A-plus work. Put all the A-minus and B-plus stuff off in another pile you'll revisit later. Everything B-minus or down, either kill or put on the shelf for emergencies.






Review all the ideas so far and look for patterns.


Once you've “edited cold” and thinned the herd to your very favorite pieces, stand back and look at the collection.


When you put them all up somewhere for viewing, you'll see some ideas overlap a bit or share a trait with others: maybe it's a visual similarity, maybe verbal, or they might group by medium—interactive, video, outdoor. Reposition similar ideas on your wall to form clusters and then stand back and keep looking for other patterns. This process is important and here's why.


Patterns are campaigns trying to come to life.


This part of the process is called convergent thinking, a term used to describe thought focused on finding a single answer to a problem—in this case, a pattern. Basically, it's like we've spread a big handful of pearls on the table and now we're looking for a thread; that one narrative thread that can tie all the separate pearls into one necklace.


Let's say we do find a pattern. Maybe it's only two ideas, but it's clear they “belong together.” So, for now let's pretend these two ideas represent our main idea. Here is where we throw the gears in reverse and do the opposite of convergent thinking.


In divergent thinking, we take this main idea (the two concepts we just grouped together) and start pulling other ideas out of it. We're trying to add brothers and sisters to the original two ideas. At the agency Rethink, they refer to divergent thinking as a “Deep Dig.”




The Shallow Holes process is like digging six inches deep in a sandbox. [Now] it's time to drill down three hundred feet… . The Deep Dig takes that basic thinking and applies it everywhere the brand connects with people. This means both traditional and new media, but it also extends far beyond advertising, like experiential “stunts,” store design, uniforms, customer experience, internal communications, staff development tools, even product ideas.17





Okay, so let's say we do a Deep Dig and chase a particular idea with some divergent thinking. Although we may indeed strike oil and find our campaign, there's always the possibility we don't. Sometimes an idea that looks huge resists our attempts to enlarge it, to stretch it. That's when we go back to digging shallow holes, to creating more ideas.


In convergent thinking, we group possibilities; in divergent thinking, we create them. The process repeats itself, going back and forth between the two modes of thought.






Patterns are campaigns trying to come to life.


Ultimately, what you're looking for is a campaign. Most brands live in campaigns, which are released over time like chapters in a brand's story. When done well, every campaign clarifies a brand's purpose in the world and strengthens its connection to customers.


When you first start at an agency, it's likely you'll be asked only to add to campaigns, not create them. But as you grow, you'll be expected to come up with entire campaigns.


In my era—The Paleozoic? you ask. You funny.—we simply said a great campaign idea “had legs.” A campaign is a core idea expressed in a series of different executions all advancing a single message. The core idea of a campaign should be flexible enough to allow for executions to work in any number of different media. In terms of copy, the executions all share a tone. In terms of art direction, they share traits such as design and typography.


In The Advertising Concept Book, Pete Barry says, “Each execution should be expressed in the ‘same yet different' way. The executions should be related (the same), but not too closely (different).”18 You want them to all be related but not look like identical twins, or worse, clones. Repetitive executions bore both customers and recruiters.






Be objective.


Once you've put some good ideas on paper and had time to polish them to your satisfaction, maybe it's time to cart them around the hallways a little bit, even before you take them to your creative director. You're not looking for consensus here, just a disaster check.


Doing so can give you a quick reality check, identify holes that need filling, and maybe point to some directions that deserve further exploration. Be objective. Listen to what people have to say about your work. If a couple of people have a problem with something, chances are it's real.






Big ideas transcend strategy.


When you finally come upon a big idea, you may look up from your pad to discover you've wandered off strategy. Well, sometimes that's okay. Good account people understand this happens from time to time. If you've come up with an incredible solution, the account team can help retool the strategy to get the client past this unexpected turn in the road.


My friend Mike Lescarbeau compares an incredible idea to a nuclear bomb and asks, “Does it really have to land precisely on target to work?”






Don't keep runnin' after you catch the bus.


After you've covered the walls with ideas and you've identified a narrative that works, stop. This isn't permission to stop because you're tired or you have a few things which aren't half bad. It's a reminder to keep one eye on the deadline.


Blue-skying is great. You have to do it. But there comes a time (and you'll get better at recognizing it) when you'll have to stop planning and start building this beast. You have a fixed amount of time, so you'll need to devote some of it to making what's good great.






Remember: Always show babies or puppies.


Oh, and one last thing. Always—always—write every headline in the script of a child's handwriting. It's very cute, don't you think? And don't forget to have at least two of the letters be adorably backward. Backward [image: there-exists]s are best. Backward Os don't work. Here's a regular O and here's a backward O. See? Not nearly as adorbs as a backward [image: there-exists]. (Just checking to see if you're awake.)
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 [image: An illustration shows when there's no photography budget, the writing has to carry the ad.]



Figure 5.1 When there's no photography budget, the writing has to carry the ad.










  
    



5
BREVITY IS THE SOUL OF WIT: THE ART OF COPYWRITING.






I HAD BEEN A COPYWRITER for decades before I could honestly answer the question of “What do I do for a living?” The right answer seemed to diminutize the effort I put into my labors, but it was true.


I try to think up clever stuff.


I know, it sounds so flip. Clever. But a look at how dictionaries define the word clever seems to back up what I see in all the best work out there.




	“A natural aptitude for using words and ideas in quick and inventive ways.”


	“The power of inventing or discovering a new way of accomplishing something.”


	“The perception and expression of connections between ideas that awaken amusement and pleasure.”





Think about it. Doesn't the word clever perfectly describe your favorite TV commercials? Your favorite memes? Your favorite Twitter feeds, sit-coms, as well as your favorite people to sit next to during boring gatherings?


Now, before we begin to discuss copywriting specifically, we need to point out that art direction, graphic design, and experience design, all these crafts can be practiced cleverly. As evidence, I point to the work you see throughout this book. It's all clever. Every last bit of it.


That said, let's turn now to the role of the copywriter.


For decades, copywriters in ad agencies “did the word part,” but all that's drastically changed. In Teresa Iezzi's book The Idea Writers, Guy Barnett (chief creative officer of Public), updated the job description of copywriter:




You need to keep people both entertained and informed. You need to be authoritative, charming, funny. You need to be able to recount a story and digress in all directions. You need to be able to do it in a variety of voices so you can work on a number of brands. And you need to be able to express yourself in 280 characters or less, as well as at length on the back of the packaging. And there simply aren't that many writers who can do that. Actually, there are; they just don't see advertising as a career. We call them authors. Or columnists. Or journalists. Or bloggers. The role of the writer in advertising is more vital than ever before because, despite what many people think, people read more than ever. They read blogs, magazines, Harry Potter, and Facebook updates. Gossage said, “People read what interests them, and sometimes it's an ad.” He's still right. Except sometimes it's a tweet.1





So, let's talk about writing. Writing is hard.




[image: ]



HAVE A WRITING PROCESS.




Stay off the stinkin' computer. Use a pencil and a pad of paper.


I recently read about a portfolio review where a creative director named Pat McKay gave the student this advice: “You've got only one line in there that feels to me like you went through a process. I want to see you have a writing process. Because that's what we writers do. We have a process.” Whatever your process turns out to be is up to you, but it's important you have one. Here's mine.


When you first get a job at an agency, they'll supply you with a nice computer. Don't use it.


There's something about a direct connection to the page, through your hand holding a pencil, that the computer can't give you. You will be a better writer working in a notebook or pad of paper.


Another benefit of paper and pencil is there are none of the distractions a computer tempts you with. This matters. Say you're having some serious trouble getting the words right, or maybe you've hit a brick wall. If you're like me, this is when your anxiety whispers in your ear, “Dude, just make a quick check on the ’Gram and see how many likes you got.” You are now using your computer as an escape hatch out of the room. I say, stay in the room and stay with the struggle. All the good stuff comes on the other side of a rough patch.


Also, it's easier to sit still for a long time when you have your feet up on the desk and a pad of paper in your lap. It's more comfortable than being upright in front of a computer and it's the best way I know to settle in for a good three-hour blast of writing.






Create a word and idiom list.


We mentioned this technique in the last chapter for general concepting, but it's also my preferred way to begin writing. But here, in addition to just listing words, I can also list idiomatic phrases relevant to my subject. Examples of idiomatic phrases are “up in the air” or “spill the tea.” These phrases often useful as shorthand can make writing feel conversational.






Get puns out of your system right away.


Puns, in addition to being the lowest thing on the joke food chain, have no persuasive value. Any headline that rhymes is also beyond saving. It's okay to think up puns and rhymes. It's okay to write them down. Just make sure you put them where they belong. Then close the lid and flush.






Draw a square on the page and fill it with something interesting.


Figure 5.2 is a page I rebuilt from my old notebooks. At the time, I was creating a campaign for the Art Center in Pasadena, California, specifically for their advertising curriculum.


I was teamed with Joe Paprocki, an art director at Fallon McElligott, to create a print campaign to appear in Communication Arts magazine. Our goal was to persuade the creative types reading the magazine to come to Art Center to study art direction and copywriting for a career in the ad industry.


I'm including it here partly to show what's meant by the term “thumbnail sketches”—they're simply a way to pull an idea out of the ether and save it on paper. There are 11 on this page, all imminently disposable. (Actually, even here they're more polished than they ought to be.) Later on, when you're editing, if an idea has any merit, it'll be apparent even at this dinky size.


 [image: An illustration shows some thumbnails for a campaign we did to sell ad classes at Pasadena's Art Center in the 1990s.]



Figure 5.2 Some thumbnails for a campaign we did to sell ad classes at Pasadena's Art Center in the 1990s. I still kinda like the one in the top middle.






It's important to note here that this page of thumbnails was just one of many. I always tried to fill about five or six pages in a three-hour writing session. At the end of every day, Joe and I would go over our favorites, after which one of us would put all the ones we kinda-sorta liked on another piece of paper. This new pad became our short list of possible keepers, of which Figure 5.2 is an example. You can see the star marks we made as we continued to thin the herd.


Whether any of these ideas has any merit at all, you can decide. Ultimately, we executed other ideas. One of the finished ads is at the beginning of this chapter, the other begins the last chapter.






First say it straight, then say it great.


Think of that boring key message on the brief as a lump of clay and you've got to sculpt it into something interesting. So, you begin by taking this flat-footed message and you spin it. Maybe you shorten it. Or punch it up. Say it faster. Say it in slang. Add some attitude. Anything to change this boring sentence from a line you'd overhear at a sales convention to something more memorable.


For the sake of focus, let's begin by talking about ads that are just a headline and a logo. Here are three examples.




	Call in rich tomorrow. (Mystic Lake Casino)


	We hear you need a new muffler. (Korman Muffler Shops)


	For more information on lung cancer, keep smoking. (The Lung Association)





Okay, so what is it about these lines that make them kinda cool?


They're clever. And yet you understood exactly what the writer was tasked with saying. You understood them because the writers all knew they have to be both clever and clear.


The client has every right to expect our advertising to be clear. Problem is, the reader or viewer isn't out there looking for “clear.” (“Man, right about now, I could really go for a clear message.”) What customers notice is stuff that's interesting.


As you search for this balancing point, picture the image in Figure 5.3. Imagine the circle on the left represents all the ways you could clearly communicate the brief's key message. The circle on the right represents all the ways you could cleverly spin the key message into something interesting. The trick is to hit the sweet spot where the circles overlap.


Bill Bernbach said, “Dullness won't sell your product, but neither will irrelevant brilliance.” Here, dullness is represented on the far-left side of the left circle (X), and irrelevant brilliance on the far-right side of the right (Y). As a writer, your job is (Z). In his excellent book Advertising: Concept and Copy, George Felton describes the overlap this way:




As you'll discover when you work on advertising problems, you often lose the selling idea in the act of trying to express it creatively. There is a continual push-pull between being on-strategy and being clever. Each wants to wrestle you away from the other. Your job as a thinker and problem solver is to keep both in mind, to spin the strategy without losing hold of it. As though to indicate this truth, the two most common rejections of your ideas will be “I don't get it” and “I've seen that before.” In other words, either it's too weird or too obvious. That's why the great ones don't come easy.2





 [image: Schematic illustration of a Venn diagram showing clear and clever.]



Figure 5.3 If your idea is only clear (X), it could be boring. If it's too clever (Y), nobody will get it. You have to hit the sweet spot (Z).






So, like I said, a great place to start is with this advice: first say it straight, then say it great. That's my version. In Junior, Thomas Kemeny puts it this way. “Start literal, finish lateral.” I like the imagery of his words. You begin in a straight direction and then add spin to it. It's kinda like the way the knight moves in chess; at the end of its move forward, it jukes left or right.


He gives two good examples:




LITERAL: A color printer for the price of a black-and-white printer.


LATERAL: Millions of colors for the price of two.


LITERAL: Your teeth will be a bright shiny white.


LATERAL: “James, your smile is needed at the lighthouse.”3









If your ad, billboard, or banner is just a headline, make it a great headline.


My first boss, Tom McElligott, told me if you have to create a multimedia campaign that includes the outdoor, start on the outdoor first. Pretend there's no photography budget and you must do it all with words. He said it forces us to boil down our thinking.


One of the best outdoor campaigns of all time (in this writer's opinion) is BBDO AMV's work for The Economist (Figure 5.4). The billboards were posted predominantly in the business district of London and all had the same message: Economist readers are sharp businesspeople. These brilliant headlines were set against a backdrop of the color red (lifted from the magazine's masthead) and remain to this day a master's course in copywriting. I include some favorites here:




	It's lonely at the top, but at least there's something to read.


	Think someone under the table.


	“Can I phone an Economist reader, please, Chris?”


	Don't be a vacancy on the board.


	Your argument should shine, not your forehead.


	E = iq2


	If they did brain transplants, would you be a donor or a recipient?

 [image: An illustration of the Economist can help make your business thinking indispensable.]



Figure 5.4 What an elegant way to say reading The Economist can help make your business thinking indispensable.









	Does anyone ever ask you for your opinion? No, not you, that guy behind you.


	If someone gave you a penny for your thoughts, would they get change?


	Think outside the dodecahedron.


	If you buy it just for show, sooner or later it will.


	Don't make the same mistake once.


	“Is it me, or is quantum physics easier these days?”


	Great minds like a think.









Try being half-rational, half-random.


This is an exercise that, after you do it a few times, your brain will do automatically. To demonstrate, I'll use an example from my files.


The project was Knob Creek bourbon. From the brief, the product description read: “Hand-made in small batches with pure water from a creek in Kentucky. Every sip is smooth because it's aged in charred oak barrels for a full nine years and bottled only at 100 proof.”


The client could afford only a small-space newspaper campaign and a billboard or two. The brand managers said they wanted to see their bottle, which makes sense given it's a packaged good and a new product to boot. There was no photography budget so the finished ads would have to be just a bottle and a headline, with maybe a sentence of body copy.


After some discussion with the account folks about tone (“thoughtful, intellectual”), I considered the main points I could make about the brand. I began by creating a list of these main points, which I pulled directly from the product description. My BRAND list went: Hand-bottled. Smooth. Expensive. Warming. Sip & savor. Nine years. Strong.


Then I made another list. This one would be a list of all the words and idiomatic phrases I might be able to pair with one of the main product attributes over on the BRAND list. I could base this new list on any number of themes pulled out of the product: how it's made—OLD BARRELS; how long it takes to make—NINE YEARS; or where it comes from—KENTUCKY. I started by thinking about Kentucky.


To make my KENTUCKY list, I began peeling off words and phrases that came to mind as I focused on KENTUCKY: Pure water. Moonshine. The movie Deliverance. Creek. Hatfields-vs-McCoys. Jug. My Old Kentucky Home. Hillbillies. The real stuff. Old-fashioned. White lightning. Mule-kick.*


Once I had enough things to play with, I leaned back and looked at the two lists BRAND and KENTUCKY to see what weird combinations I could pull out of the mess. I started by leaning in, picking up any random two, and stickin' them together like Legos.


Yes, I'm aware this sounds stupid but, as we discussed earlier, the whole creative process is stupid. (See: pig, washing a.) I kept my eyes flowing over the words on the page, jumping from one list to the other—randomizing, permuting, playing—hoping to stub my toes on a decent headline starter. I eventually saw an interesting way to refer to its Kentucky heritage and 100-proof strength.




	Kind of like an old Kentucky mule. Classic, stubborn, and plenty of kick.





In the BRAND list, my eyes light on the fact this brand is expensive. Over in KENTUCKY, I see hillbillies, I see Hatfields-vs-McCoys, and I get to:




	What the Hatfields would serve the Rockefellers.





As you can see, this process depends partly on the rational process of permutation and partly on the random collision of my eyes with a bunch of loosely associated words. Rest assured; you won't have to go through all this rigamarole every time you need to write something. After a while, your brain will just sorta open this program automatically.


We'll look at another version of this technique in Chapter 7—Tom Monahan's “Intergalactic Thinking.”






Don't just start writing headlines willy-nilly. Break it down: Do willy first, then move on to nilly.


Okay, so there's the “say it straight, say it great” process. Then there's this latest one, which I guess I'll call the Half-Rational Half-Random Word Collider. Now let's look at another writing process you can try.


When it comes time to write, don't just start spitting out headlines. Instead, methodically explore different attributes and benefits of your product as you write. It's like, in my head, I picture a long hallway of possible doorways I could walk through, and I move up and down the hallways rattlin' doorknobs like the night watchman.


So, I pick one of the attributes on my BRAND list, such as hand-bottled, or expensive, or nine years. Yeah, the bourbon's age might be fun to explore. By law, bourbon is aged a minimum of two years, often up to eight, sometimes longer. Knob Creek sits in the barrel aging for a full nine years. So, I start there to see what happens.




AGE IDEAS




	Order a drink that takes nine years to get.


	What went into the barrel nine years ago was fire. This is the glow.





(Note: On the pages from the actual file, there are about five false starts for each one of these headlines: tons of scratch-outs and half-witted ideas that go nowhere.)




	Nine years inside an oak barrel in an ugly warehouse. Our idea of quality time.


	After nine years of “trickle-down economics,” it's ready just in time.


	Like to hear how it's made? Do you have nine years?


	Nine long years in a barrel. One glorious hour in a glass.





Okay, nine years. What else happens in nine years? What about the feeling of the slow passage of time?






TIME IDEAS




	Continental drift happens faster than this bourbon.


	Mother Nature made it whiskey. Father Time made it bourbon.


	We can't make it slow enough.


	On May 15th, we'll be rotating Barrel #1394 one-quarter turn to the left. Thought you'd like to know.


	What wind does to mountains, time does to this bourbon.


	Tree rings multiply. Glaciers speed by. And still the bourbon waits.





Maybe one of these might work. Maybe not. We could go back and mess around with ideas about where this bourbon is made.






KENTUCKY IDEAS




	From the third floor of an old warehouse in Kentucky, heaven.


	Warming trend expected out of Kentucky.


	Now available to city folk.


	If this ad had a jingle, it'd be “Dueling Banjos.”


	This is a beautiful picture of a tiny creek that flows through the back hills of Kentucky. (The picture is just the bottle.)


	Smooth. Deep. Hard to find. Kind of like the creek we get the water from.


	Hand-bottled straight from a barrel in Kentucky. Strap in.


	Tastes like a Kentucky sunset looks.


	Its Old Kentucky Home was a barrel.





Maybe those last two might also make for good outdoor, given how short they are. I make a note. Remember, the point here isn't, hey, how many headlines can I write, but rather how many different doors can I go through? How many different ways can I look at the same problem?


Okay, now let's see what can be done with the way some people drink bourbon—on ice or neat. Or perhaps the time of day it's drunk. (Wait a minute, bad word.)






HOW-YOU-DRINK-IT IDEAS




	Water ruins baseball games and bourbon.


	Neither good bourbons nor bad arguments hold water.


	For a quiet night, try it without all the noisy ice.


	Mixes superbly with a rocking chair and a dog.


	You don't need water to enjoy this premium bourbon. A fire might be nice.


	Great after the kids are in bed. Perfect after they're in college.





As you can see, each one of these doors I went through—age, history, Kentucky, how to drink it—they all led to other hallways, full of other doors to try. Which is one of the marvelous things about writing. It's not simply a way of getting things down on paper. Writing is a way of thinking—thinking with your pencil, your wrist, and your spine and just seeing where a thing goes. Clearly, a few of the bourbon ideas presented here aren't very good. Lord knows, you may think they all suck. But the lesson here is copywriting is not free-form scribbling. It takes discipline as well as a lot of rewriting.


One more little case study, this one for one of the nation's largest airlines. The airline had just purchased a whole bunch of new 777s and A320s (read: “roomier wide-body jets”), and they wanted to promote the benefits to business travelers.


Well, if we break it down, perhaps some of the concepts could focus on having more personal space and some on the comfort of the seat itself. We could further break it down into ideas that are headline-driven and ideas that are visually driven, but still need a headline to complete the thought.






PERSONAL-SPACE IDEAS, HEADLINE-DRIVEN


Maybe we could try some headlines that would work by themselves as an all-type ad (or perhaps with a “flat” visual like a shot of a wide aisle or a roomy seat).




	Most passengers would give their right arm for more room for their right arm.


	Everyone who'd like more personal space, raise your hand, if possible. (✓)


	Getting incredibly close to people is fine for encounter groups, not planes.


	Now even luggage has more elbow room.


	You can use a camera lens to make your planes look big. Or you can buy big planes.


	Wouldn't it be great if an airline advertised wider planes instead of wider smiles?


	Choose one: Bigger bags of peanuts. Bigger smiles. Bigger planes. We thought so.


	Airline math: The wider the plane, the shorter the flight feels.









PERSONAL-SPACE IDEAS, A LITTLE MORE VISUALLY DRIVEN




	This, only higher.



	(VISUAL: A well-worn La-Z-Boy recliner.)








	There are two places you can stretch out and let someone solve your problems. With ours, you get miles.



	(VISUAL: Couch in psychiatrist's office.)








	Which one would you take on a long trip? Exactly. Now let's discuss planes.



	(VISUAL: Small car vs. big SUV.)








	We put it in our planes.



	(VISUAL: Man in his living room, football game on TV, quizzically looking at flattened area of rug where his La-Z-Boy recliner used to be.)








	Traveling has always been easier when you have room to yourself.



	(VISUAL: Vintage family photo of three kids fussing at each other in the backseat of a station wagon.)








	Da Vinci never designed a plane that worked, but he had this cool idea about personal space.



	(VISUAL: Da Vinci drawings of the body showing the arc of the arms, motion of legs.)















EMOTIONAL BENEFITS, A LITTLE MORE VISUALLY DRIVEN


What would happen if we concentrated more on the emotional benefits of a wider more comfortable seat?




	When you fly with us, never promise “I'll work on the plane.”



	(VISUAL: Computer screen with menu button of SLEEP.) (✓)








	If our new seat doesn't put you to sleep, try reading our whole ad.



	(VISUAL: Airline seat with page full of copy.)








	Like they say, some settling may occur during shipment.



	(VISUAL: Seat shot with sleeping passenger.)








	With our new seats, you won't have to count for long.



	(VISUAL: A single sheep with caption under it: “One.”)








	Almost every passenger arrives feeling human.



	(VISUAL: Dog getting out of airline pet carrier.) (✓)











After I've finished writing a ton of lines, I'll go back over it and make a little mark (✓) next to my favorites. Then I transfer those few ideas over to a clean sheet of paper. And then I'll start over on a clean new page.








If the idea needs a headline, write 100.


I mean, start all over. Even after you have few lines you like very much, you need to constantly pretend you've got nothin' so far.


The fact is, there were only 19 airline ideas in the preceding list—just 19. We cannot seriously believe we've crafted a ticket-selling, brand-building, One Show–winning campaign after 19 stinking tries. We'll need a couple hundred. If that sounds daunting, consider a different career than advertising.


So, for now, let's set a goal of writing 100. Over several writing sessions, we'll slowly and methodically crank out 100 workable lines—100 lines that range from decent, to hey-not-bad, to whoa-that-rocks. The key is they all have to be pretty good. Quality comes out of quantity.


Yes, I know we're all bored by the aphorism “Good is the enemy of great,” but it's true. One night, around 2:30 AM, “good” may start to look great to you. That's when good'll throw its arm around you and say, “C'mon, I'm not so bad.” But you will know it's not great. And so, you push. Brent Choi, now CEO of Angry Butterfly in Toronto, passes on similar advice.




The best advice I ever got was from a creative director who pushed me really hard, uncomfortably hard. And he taught me to never settle. Not just for the work, but for anything. He drove what was possible by getting past that first level of thinking and getting to the second level and third and fourth and fifty-seventh level of thinking. You always ended up with something better.





To show how quality comes out of quantity, copywriter Sally Hogshead bravely posted all the BMW motorcycle headlines she came up with to create five ads—all of which were chosen by the judges at the One Show. Read the list next* and you'll see a writer really thinking it through, rattling different doorknobs up and down the conceptual hallways, sometimes writing about the union of rider and bike, sometimes about goose bumps. They're all pretty dang good. (She's good at other stuff, too—particularly career advice for creatives. Check out her book, Radical Careering.)




Even atheists kneel on a BMW. • Some burn candles when praying. Others, rubber. • There are basilicas, cathedrals, mosques. And then there's Route 66. • Buy one before the Church bans such marriages. • People take vows of chastity to feel this way. • More Westminster Abbey than Cal Tech. • Runners get a high from jogging around a track at 8 miles per hour. Pathetic. • This is exactly the sort of intimacy that would frighten Mike Pence. • Fits like a glove. A metallic silver, fuel-injected, 150-horsepower glove. • You don't get off a BMW so much as take it off. • Relationships this intimate are illegal in some states. • Usually, this kind of connection requires surgery. • Didn't George Orwell predict man and machine would eventually become one? • The Church has yet to comment on such a marriage of man and machine. • Somebody call Ray Bradbury. We've combined man and machine. • Do you become more machine, or does it become more human? • “Oh look, honey. What a sweet looking couple.” • If you ever connect like this with a person, marry them. • Why some men won't stop and ask directions. • “Darling, is that … a smudge of motor oil on your collar?” • The road is calling. Don't get its message by voice mail. • The feeling is more permanent than any tattoo. • “Yippee! I'm off to my root canal!” • Your inner child is fluent in German. • The last day of school, any day of the year. • Your heart races, your senses tingle. Then you turn it on. • There is no known antidote once it gets into your blood. • There are no words to describe it. Unless “Wooohoo!” counts. • No amusement park ride can give this feeling. • If he had a mood ring on, it'd be bright green. • Never has a raccoon baking in the sun smelled sweeter. • How “joie de vivre” translates into German. • Put as much distance as possible between you and the strip mall. • Off, off, off, off-road. • The best psychotherapy doesn't happen lying on a couch. • A remote control is a more dangerous machine. • A carnivore in the food chain of bikes. • If you're trying to find yourself, you sure as hell won't find it on the sofa. • If you had eight hours, alone, no radio, imagine what you could think about. • Where is it written the love for your motorcycle must be platonic? • Seems preoccupied. Comes home later than usual. Always wanting to get out of the house. • You possess a motorcycle. You're possessed by a BMW. • Let's see. You're either riding it, or wishing you were riding it, or thinking about the last time you rode it. • What you're seeing is his soul. His body's in a meeting in Cincinnati right now. • Your estimated time of arrival just got moved up. • Where do you drive when you daydream? • What walking on air actually looks like. • The invitation said to bring your significant other. • Lust fueled by gasoline. • Room for luggage. None for baggage. • Men who own a BMW have something else to think about every 22 seconds. • Merge with traffic. Not every other motorcycle owner.





This is what a proper list of headline ideas looks like. Yes, it's hard to write this much smart stuff. It takes long writing sessions, discipline, and coffee. Thomas Kemeny describes his writing process as “Write until you go stupid.”4
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDEAS.




“A smile in the mind.”


In a great book titled A Smile in the Mind: Witty Thinking in Graphic Design, authors Beryl McAlhone and David Stuart say, “wit invites participation.”




When wit is involved, the designer never travels 100 percent of the way [toward the audience]… . The audience may need to travel only 5 percent or as much as 40 percent towards the designer to unlock the puzzle and get the idea… . It asks the reader to take part in the communication of the idea. It is as if the designer throws a ball which then has to be caught. So, the recipient is alert, with an active mind and a brain in gear.5





The point about traveling “only 5 percent or as much as 40 percent” is an important one. If you leave too much out, you'll mystify your audience. If you put too much in, you'll bore them. It's another example of having to hit the sweet spot, that overlap of CLEAR and CLEVER from Figure 5.3. Finding the borders of this sweet spot will be where you spend pretty much all your time when you're working.


Check out the marvelously subtle ad shown in Figure 5.5. It's from Ogilvy Brasil for Band Sports, an all-sports cable TV network. You know, the kind of channel your friend's dad has turned on all weekend long?


Don't you love it when that little >CLICK< happens in your head and you suddenly get it?


Shifting from one point of view to another to introduce a sudden new interpretation—that >CLICK<—is often an effective way to add tension and release to the architecture of an idea. This tension-and-release involves the viewer more than a simple expository statement of the same facts.


This same shift happens when our brains interpret jokes. Consider these one-liners from stand-up comedian Steven Wright:




	If a cow laughed, would milk come out her nose?


	I spilled spot remover on my dog and now he's gone.


	I went to a tourist information booth and said, “Tell me about some people who were here last year.”

 [image: Photograph shows lean into the ad.]



Figure 5.5 You lean into the ad because you know something's going on. And then you get it—a smile in the mind.









	I went to a restaurant that serves “Breakfast at any time.” So, I ordered French Toast during the Renaissance.


	When your pet bird sees you reading the newspaper, does he wonder why you're just sitting there staring at carpeting?





In the last bit, the word newspaper begins as reading material and ends as flooring material. A shift happens at the end of the line and things change. Creative theorist Arthur Koestler noted that, on hearing a joke, we are “compelled to repeat to some extent the process of inventing the joke, to re-create it in our imagination.”6 Our brains listen to a joke and instantly backtrack to the intended interpretation.


The same thing can happen when we scan an advertising idea. Look at the famous poster for Volkswagen here in Figure 5.6 and you can feel it happen in your brain. You take in the image and put together what's happened—quickly and backwards.


A Smile in the Mind authors McAlhone and Stuart add: “An idea that happens in the mind, stays in the mind… . It leaves a stronger trace. People can remember that flash moment, the click, and re-create the pleasure just by thinking about it.”


The term the authors use to describe this sublime moment—a smile in the mind—is apt. Because it's accompanied by a small release of dopamine, the brain chemical that makes us happy. We're happy because we figured something out. Researchers at the National Institute of Health suspect dopamine “might play a role in influencing how the brain evaluates whether a mental task is worth the effort.”7 When it is worth the effort, that >CLICK< happens and we have a happy dopamine smile in the mind.


 [image: Photograph of VW's tough little car = a Lego piece, for big apes.]



Figure 5.6 VW's tough little car = a Lego piece, for big apes.










The paraprosdokian and the parallelism: Tension and release in a sentence.


Wikipedia defines a paraprosdokian as “a figure of speech in which the latter part of sentence is surprising or unexpected in a way that causes the reader to reframe or reinterpret the first part.”


A shift happens. Sound familiar?


Their definition continues: “It is frequently used for humorous or dramatic effect, sometimes producing an anticlimax. For this reason, it's popular among comedians and satirists.”


It's popular with that crowd because a paraprosdokian has the same effect on our brains—the release of dopamine. It's pleasurable to feel these mental shifts occur. I cited this headline earlier but consider again this great billboard (Figure 5.7).


Having read the first part (“For more information on”), the brain autofills the rest of the sentence to either, “ask for our free brochure” or maybe “go to our website.” But instead, the headline takes a hard left and smacks us with “keep smoking;” an ending that makes us grimly reinterpret the first part of the sentence. It's not exactly a smile in the mind but we quickly figure it out and dopamine is released just the same.


It's important to note here that a complete reinterpretation of the first part of a sentence is not always a requirement for a powerful headline. Sometimes, just by saving the key word or phrase until the very end of the sentence, we can achieve a similar effect.




	Refreshes your breath while you scream. (Altoids)


	It's about as fast as you can go without having to eat airline food. (Porsche)





The words scream and airline food are placed at the very end of these headlines and, like a firecracker at the end of a fuse, the lines “go off” right when the writers want them to. There's a reason the punch lines of jokes are at the end.


 [image: An illustration of the line doesn't end quite the way we expect it to.]



Figure. 5.7 The line doesn't end quite the way we expect it to.






The paraprosdokian structure isn't the only way to build tension into a headline. Another useful architecture is the parallelism. In Advertising: Concept and Copy, author George Felton suggests how to write this kind of line. He says as you study your product or customer




start looking for “two-fers,” language that separates this versus that, or this plus that, or this but not that, or not only this but that, and so on. You're trying to take your benefits and deliver them in a one-two punch. And you're usually looking for some kind of opposition, a contrast to throw into relief, [such as Holiday Inn's] “The best surprise is no surprise.”8





Note Felton's advice: “You're looking for some kind of opposition.” The parallelism structure doesn't require a reinterpretation of the first part of the sentence, only opposition to it, which you see in these headlines:




	You don't win silver. You lose gold. (Nike)


	Cars people swear by, not at. (Volvo)


	Happiness isn't around the corner. Happiness is the corner. (BMW)


	The meek may inherit the earth. But they won't get the ball. (Nike)


	You can't child-proof nature. So nature-proof the child. (Columbia sportswear)


	Get it through your thick skull: your skull is not that thick. (Specialized bike helmets)


	After thirty seconds, you're afraid the line might break. After thirty minutes, you're afraid it might not. (Quantum fishing rods)





Either way, paraprosdokian or parallelism, you want to push the key words to the very end of your sentence. Save your wrap-up punch for the end. It gives your thought more surprise and power.






Tension and release in an idea.


This idea of tension and release can also inform the way you structure an entire page, in print or on screen.


Many concepts start with a headline, which introduces or sets up a visual. As Pete Barry describes, “The idea or punch line of the ad is ‘revealed' by the visual. The unexpected is what creates the tension between the two elements.”9 Accordingly, the greater the polarity between the headline and visual, the bigger the shift in the reader's head; a good example is this ad from Leagas Delaney (Figure 5.8).


 [image: Photographs of the travel agency ad done by some naughty British creatives is a good example of image playing off word.]



Figure. 5.8 This travel agency ad done by some naughty British creatives is a good example of image playing off word.






The way the idea goes off in the reader's mind can be constructed in any number of ways. The tension in the headline can be released with the visual. You can also structure an idea with a dominant visual and then let the headline reframe the image in the reader's head.






The clever-headline, straight-visual “rule.”


If your visual is a clever sort of image that's doing most of the work in delivering the message, let the headline quietly clean up the work left to it. However, if the headline is brilliant, well-crafted, and delivers the message beautifully, the visual (if one exists at all) should be fairly straightforward.


On the left in Figure 5.9 is a great example of an art director giving the main stage to the headline while adding just enough—that lovely image of a little girl on a beach—to amplify the headline's emotional impact. And on the right, for the same client, you see the reverse. (Both are from DiVito/Verdi, NYC.)


Similarly, never show what you're saying or say what you're showing. It's a common rookie error to “show the headline.” The result is a piece in which all the elements try way too hard and either repeat or trip over one another. We generally refer to this type of mistake as a “see-say ad.”


 [image: Photographs of Ads for Mt. Sinai Hospital: On the left, a clever headline and a straight visual. On the right, a clever visual and a straight headline.]



Figure 5.9 Ads for Mt. Sinai Hospital: On the left, a clever headline and a straight visual. On the right, a clever visual and a straight headline.






Ideally, the visual amplifies the headline or reinterprets it. The Harley-Davidson ad in Figure 5.10 is a perfect example of a headline playing off a visual while amplifying its import. By itself, the visual is tame. By itself, the headline is dull, almost meaningless. But the synergy between the two makes this one of the best ads I've ever seen. (Agency: Carmichael/Lynch, Mpls.)
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VOICE AND TONE.


Okay, before we talk about voice and tone in writing, we have to talk about reading.


If you want to be a writer, you need to be reading—all the time. Doesn't matter what it is: fiction, nonfiction, the newspaper, romance novels, anything. As a copywriter, you need to be able to adopt different kinds of voices for the brands you'll work on. We writers do this by reading. Author George Felton notes, “You must assimilate American speech, from formal and literary down to funky and street-smart, because all copy comes out of these voices.”10


So important is reading to writing, I made it a practice to ask every copywriter I interview, “What are you reading right now?” I usually get a lot of “ums” and “uhs,” which is sadly par for the course when you consider a 2019 Pew Research study determined most Americans read about four books a year.11


 [image: Photograph of a perfect marriage of word and picture.]



Figure 5.10 A perfect marriage of word and picture.






Four. Books. A. Year. (Is it any wonder half of America believes what they hear on Fox News?)




Write like you'd talk if you were the brand.


The best way I know to learn the cadence and style of a brand voice is to study as much of their published work as possible. Successful brands discover their own distinct voices and then stick with them year after year.


But if you have a new brand or you're creating a new voice for an old brand, consider yourself lucky. It's one of the most creative and rewarding things copywriters get to do in this business—discovering “who” a brand is and giving it shape and form and voice. This voice will emerge from the human truth and emotional center of your brand.


You will also have to know your customer; not just demographically, but emotionally, empathetically. When you really know somebody, you have an innate sense of how you ought to talk to them, what kind of tone is right. Like the message you're trying to impart, your tone also must have the ring of truth. It must feel right for the brand, the product, and the customer. This isn't done to create stylish writing. What you're doing is creating a brand personality, which is a big deal in a marketplace where the physical differences between products are getting smaller and smaller.


Let's say, for example, you're working on a car account. Most of the time, it's likely you'll have to show the car. Your idea may feel half art-directed already, and in a sense it is. So, if it comes down to showing just a headline and a picture of a car, your headline ought to have a voice no one else does.


Here are two car headlines:




	And if you run out of gas, it's easy to push.


	We'll never make it big.





Here are two more:




	A luxury sedan based on the belief that not all the rich are idle.


	The people with money are still spending it, but with infinitely more wisdom.





Can you tell which ones are from BMW? And from VW? It's pretty easy. Which is as it should be.






Or pretend you're writing a letter.


Why write to the masses? It's one person reading or hearing the words you're working on, right? So, write to that one person.


John O'Driscol was an art director at Doyle Dane Bernbach during the height of its VW glory days. He had this to say about how Bob Levenson wrote copy for those famous ads: “He put at the top of the copy, ‘Dear Charlie.' Then wrote the copy as if he was talking to his best friend. And he would always put at the bottom, ‘Yours sincerely, Bob.' And all he ever did [after that] was obliterate ‘Dear Charlie,' take off the bottom bit, and that's how they got the voice for Volkswagen.”12


So, if voice eludes you, try writing it as a letter. It's intimate. It keeps you from lecturing. The best copy feels more like a conversation than a speech. One person talking to another.






At the same time, remember to write like people talk.


For some reason, when handed a pen and asked to write something that will be seen by others, four out of five people decide a scholarly and authoritarian tone is somehow more persuasive than clear English.


Don't. Write like people talk.


If you don't, there is a cost, which the author of The Cluetrain Manifesto made clear in their famous 95 Theses: “In just a few more years, the current homogenized ‘voice' of business—the sound of mission statements and brochures—will seem as contrived and artificial as the language of the 18th century French court… . [C]ompanies that speak in the language of the pitch, the dog-and-pony show, are no longer speaking to anyone.”13


This horrible, boring voice is everywhere in business. Consider this actual memo I saved from my first agency job. It was written by a man who, were you to meet him, you'd say: “Sharp guy, that Bob. I want him on my account.” Yet Bob wrote the following memo. What he was trying to say was the program was killed because it was too costly.




Effective late last week the Flavor-iffic project was shelved by the Flavor-Master Consumer Products Division Management. The reasoning had to do with funding generated covering cost of entry, not cost of entry as it would relate to test market in 2020, but as it would relate to expansion, if judged successful across major pieces of geography in 2023 and beyond. In sum, the way Flavor-Master new products division served up Flavor-iffic to Consumer Products Division Management was that if Flavor-Master were to relax financial parameters for Flavor-iffic in 2017, 2018, and 2019, and in effect have Corporate fund the program, Consumer Products Division could recommend to Corporate to proceed with the program. The decision was made at the Consumer Products Division Management level that Corporate would most probably not accept that and the subject was taken no further.





Except for the names like “Flavor-Master,” I swear, every single word of this memo is real. Somebody actually wrote this.


The program was killed because it was too costly. That's nine words. Bob, in 143 words, was not only unable to get that nine-word message across but he also effectively lobotomized his audience with a torrent of corporate nonsense that said nothing. Bob proudly dictated this hieroglyph, snapped his suspenders, and took the elevator down to the lobby, thinking he'd done his bit to turn the wheels of capitalism for the day. Yet when he got home, he probably didn't talk this way to his wife.




Honey, RE: supper. It has come to my attention, and the concurrent attention of the other family members (i.e., Janice, Bill, and Bob Jr.), that your gravy has inconsistencies of viscosity (popularly known as “lumps”), itself not a disturbing event were it not for the recent disappearance of the family dog.





Write like you talk. Write with a smooth, easy rhythm that feels natural. Obey the rules of grammar and go easy on the adjectives. Short sentences are best, especially online. One-word sentences? Fine. End with a preposition if you want to. And if it feels right, begin a sentence with and.






On writing brand manifestos.


A manifesto is your brand's DNA chart and Declaration of Independence all rolled into one; it's the halftime locker room speech given by the CEO, the words the founder heard on the mountaintop before bringing down the stone tablets. Reading a great brand manifesto should make you want to run out and try the product. You should feel the brand fire in your bones.


Manifestos are never written for customers. They're usually created for a new business pitch or a rebranding. They can also serve as true north on a brand's compass and are used for all kinds of creative decisions. Figure 5.11 is an example of a good brand manifesto; it was written for the winning Miller High Life pitch by Jeff Kling when he was at Wieden+Kennedy.


 [image: An illustration of a brand manifesto is the blueprint of a brand, its DNA in words.]



Figure 5.11 A brand manifesto is the blueprint of a brand, its DNA in words.










Listen to stand-up comedians talk about your product, brand, or its category.


My strategist friend, Madhavi Reese, once said, “If you want examples of great strategists, go watch good stand-up comedians. They're great at picking out nuances that make humans and life interesting.” She's right. Good strategists are students of human behavior (as are good art directors and copywriters).


Good stand-up comedians always get right to the truth. They get right down to the real reasons humans behave the way we do. And they're usually uncomfortable truths. On YouTube you'll find hundreds of hours of material on a wide variety of product and media categories, some of which can help your wheels get turning.






Don't set out to be funny. Set out to be interesting.


Funny is a subset of interesting. Funny isn't a language. Funny is an accent. And funny may not even be the right accent for your client. Funny, serious, heartfelt—none of it matters if you aren't interesting first.






Before we break for coffee, a short master course in writing with emotion.


If it's right for your brand, emotional appeals can connect with customers more deeply than rational ones. When you can pull it off, emotion can transcend rationality in a purchase decision but it is indeed difficult to pull off. We're not talking about writing that suggests emotion or sounds emotional. Strong writing elicits emotion. While reading the words, you feel it.


The short master course I was referring to was given in an episode of the series, “Mad Men,” in a pitch the character Don Draper makes to Kodak. Maybe you remember the scene, when he was selling the campaign for Kodak's new slide tray system, the “Carousel” (a round container for slides, an improvement over the straight trays sold at the time).


The emotion of the screenwriter's words—an ex-ad person, not surprisingly—was perfect for the product, and I remember much of Draper's pitch by heart to this day.




DRAPER: My first job, I was in-house at a fur company, and this old pro copywriter, a Greek named Teddy, and Teddy told me the most important idea in advertising is new. It creates an itch. You simply put your product in there as a kind of calamine lotion. But he also talked about a deeper bond with the product: nostalgia. It's delicate but potent. Teddy told me that in Greek, nostalgia literally means “the pain from an old wound.” It's a twinge in your heart far more powerful than memory alone. This device [gesturing to the Kodak Carousel] isn't a spaceship; it's a time machine. It goes backwards, forwards … takes us to a place where we ache to go again. It's not called the wheel. It's called the Carousel. It lets us travel the way a child travels … around and around … and back home again … to a place where we know we are loved.14





It's still viewable as a single scene on YouTube. Bring Kleenex.
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FLOW AND READABILITY.




Write hot. Edit cold.


I gave this advice in the last chapter about general concepting, but it bears repeating here. All first drafts are crap. And all good copywriting is rewriting.


When you are writing, just write. Talk to the page. If you try to edit too much in your head, your pen will stop moving. Just let the words come out any old way they want. Later, after you've let your first draft cool, you can come back to it, with objectivity and a cold critical eye.


Writer Dorothy Parker said, “Creativity is a wild mind and a disciplined eye.”






Pretend your brand is arriving at a party.


Tone matters even more in body copy.


Imagine your brand is walking into a party of possible customers. Only a cad would start with some hard-sell at the door. So, we save our agenda for the one-on-one conversation that is body copy.


Think of your clever headline as the icebreaker you say at the door. An icebreaker should be insightful, clever, and relevant. A well-crafted icebreaker appeals to a guest's intelligence, says a bit about who you are, and leaves them wanting to hear more.


Great, your icebreaker seems to have worked. It seemed to do okay with a few guests anyway. Now you start talking to those interested guests. You aren't proselytizing. You're here to pass on news about something that might interest them. You speak with a calm authority the guests find credible. And when you've made your point, you hand out your business card, and take your leave.


However, bad body copy feels like the opening five minutes of a very bad date. You know how little you liked him the second he opened his mouth. He sounded fake. He talked about himself. He bragged. It all felt scripted. And all along you knew he just wanted to get into your pants for your wallet.






Don't have a “pre-ramble.”


Thomas Kemeny noted that too often body copy is treated as an explanation for the headline. But if your headline needs to be explained, it's not working.


The other mistake juniors make is to repeat what's already been said in the headline. Just get to the point. It's time for the details. Put your most interesting, surprising, or persuasive point in the first line if you can.


This format reflects a long-standing tradition in writing for journalism: the “inverted pyramid.” The most fundamental facts (the bottom of the pyramid) appear at the top of a story, followed by the remaining details, arranged from most- to least-important. Taking too much time getting to the key point recalls another journalistic truism: “Don't bury the lead.”






Never, ever, not even once, or even just a little bit, ever use exclamation points anywhere, ever.


You may agree I just made my point quite emphatically without resorting to using an exclamation point.


As an advertising copywriter you must promise me—right here, right now—never to resort to yelling. You may think a couple of happy little screamers !!! make you sound “excited” about your product, but it only makes a brand sound desperate. Take my word on this: the exclamation point is the used-car salesperson of advertising sentences. It is the jazz hands of punctuation. And it is kryptonite to authenticity.






Never use fake names in a headline (or anywhere else, for that matter).


“Little Billy's friends at school call him different.” This is another assault on authenticity. Lines like this drive me nuts.


“Little Billy will never know his real father.”


Hey, little Billy, c'mere.


Go back and tell your copywriter a strange man in the park said, “You need to write something that doesn't suck.” Anybody reading this kind of crap knows these ad names are fake—and an irritating kind of fake at that, like those manufactured relatives they put inside of picture frames at stores.


Avoid fake people. Avoid fake names. There are times, however, when using a person's name is the only way the concept will work. And in the hands of a seasoned team, it can be done beautifully, like in this Vitro Robertson ad for client Taylor guitars (Figure 5.12). It comes down to style. To how gracefully and believably you pull it off.


One other note here. Avoid using product or model numbers in the headline. Product numbers such as “TX-17” may seem familiar to you and your client. But you're used to it; you work on the account. In a headline, they serve only as a speed bump. They're not words, they're numerals, so they force readers to switch gears in their heads to 17, x45, 13z42 to get through your sentence.






Vary your sentence length and pacing.


And now, writing coach Gary Provost's master lesson in why this matters.




This sentence has five words. Here are five more words. Five-word sentences are fine. But several together become monotonous. Listen to what is happening. The writing is getting boring. The sound of it drones. It's like a stuck record. The ear demands some variety.


Now listen. I vary the sentence length and I create music. Music. The writing starts to sing. It has a pleasant rhythm, a lilt, a harmony. I use short sentences. And I use sentences of medium length. And sometimes when I am certain the reader is rested, I will engage her with a sentence of considerable length, a sentence that burns with energy and builds with all the impetus of a crescendo, the roll of the drums, and the crash of cymbals that say listen to this, it is important.15





 [image: Photograph of another example of the headline doing most of the work and the visual simply finishing the thought, beautifully.]



Figure. 5.12 Another example of the headline doing most of the work and the visual simply finishing the thought, beautifully.










Once you lay your sentences down, spackle between the joints.


Look at a piece of body copy as an essay. You should start with an interesting line that pulls the reader in. In the middle, you should support your lead-in with facts. And your closing is the call-to-action.


As you write, use transitions to flow seamlessly from one benefit to the next. Each sentence should come naturally out of the one that precedes it. To use Peter Barry's metaphor, an “invisible thread” should run through your entire argument, tying everything together.


When you've done it well, you shouldn't be able to take out any sentence without disrupting the flow and structure of the entire piece. Novelist Wallace Stegner nailed it when he penned, “Hard writing makes for easy reading.” (The fragile beauty of a perfectly constructed sentence is lost on many people and is the reason copywriters are often seen mumbling to themselves at bus stops.)






Break your copy into short paragraphs.


This is particularly true for writing that will be published online. Like it or not, “bite-size” pieces appear more appetizing and short paragraphs less daunting.


Remember, nobody ever had to read People magazine with a bookmark. This isn't an argument for dumbing down your work. Be as smart as you can but don't write paragraphs the size of shower curtains, okay?






When you're done writing the copy, read it aloud.


I discovered this one the hard way. I had to present some copy to a group of five clients and in the meeting, I read it out loud. It was only while reading it this way—out loud—I discovered how weak my copy was. Just hearing the words hanging out there in the air with all their stop-and-start cadences and jagged segues, seeing the flat reaction of the clients' faces, hearing my voice crack, feeling the flop sweat … it was awful.


When you're done writing, read it aloud. Not just your radio scripts, but copy for print, for online, for anything. Poor writing has a way of revealing itself when read aloud.






When you've finished writing something, go back and cut it by a third.


There is hardly anything that can't be improved by making it shorter. Shorter is almost always better. Author Sydney Smith suggested, “In composing, as a general rule, run your pen through every other word you have written; you have no idea what vigor it will give to your style.”


My friend, Thomas Kemeny, puts it this way: “Write with your eraser… . Condensing, shortening, and editing isn't about making less copy to read, it's about making any length of copy more interesting to read.”16






An idea isn't finished until it leads the customer somewhere.


My friend Clark Delashmet advises his students, “Every ad should ‘lead somewhere.'” It doesn't matter if you're working on a web page, a bill stuffer, or a video; end with a call-to-action. The action might be to find more information or download an app or join an online group. Whatever it is, don't leave your reader at a dead end.






Proofread your own work.


Don't depend on Spell-Check. First, it won't notice mistakes in you're writing like this. Second, using spell-check is just lazy. Seriously, if you insist on using some stupid computer program on your writing, maybe you should also use Suck-Check®, whenever that one comes out.


Another junior mistake that drives advertising people batty involves the use of the industry's most-misused word: mediums. The plural for medium, the way we mean it in advertising, is media. Yes, the word mediums exists, but it can be used correctly in only two situations* – one of them is when you're referring to a certain size of underwear (Figure 5.13).






If you have to have one, make your tagline an anthem.


If you must craft a tagline, save this part of the job until you have a very good start on creating the whole campaign. You might even want to save this ’til the very end.


Take all the work you've done so far and put it up on the wall and then try to boil its essence into an evocative, provocative, or anthemic tagline that works for everything. Boil it all down to one very, very short line that expresses the brand's whole purpose for being in the world.


 [image: Schematic illustration of three mediums.]



Figure 5.13 One of only two situations where you get to use the word mediums. In this case, it's, ”I'm going to buy three of the mediums.”






Try to make it about something bigger than just your client's product. Own some high ground. In my opinion, the best one ever written was for Nike: “Just Do It.” This exhortation is not about shoes, nor is it about just sports. It's about life, it's about the competitive spirit, it's about kicking ass. And yet it has sold a lot of shoes.


Adam Tucker, creative director at Leo Burnett, London, described his take on it:




A good tagline is simply a summation of your idea. It's the full stop to your thinking. Don't try to write something that sounds clever if it doesn't explain your ad. Write what you want to say in longhand… . People think taglines are all about wordplay. They aren't. ‘If only everything in life was as reliable as a Volkswagen' was one of the most famous taglines of all time. There are no puns, no trickery. It's just a simpler, powerful and thought-provoking statement.17





Once you have a great line, try plugging it into the actual executions and see if it finishes the argument. Also, keep in mind the perfect tagline must work all by itself with only the logo to keep it company.
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 [image: An illustration of nothing to add here. Nothing to take away. It's perfect.]



Figure 6.1 Nothing to add here. Nothing to take away. It's perfect.










  
    



6
THE VIRTUES OF SIMPLICITY: OR, WHY IT'S HARD TO POUND IN A NAIL SIDEWAYS.






IF YOU TAKE AWAY ONE THING from this book, let it be the advice in this section: simpler is always better.


Maurice Saatchi, of London's M&C Saatchi, on simplicity: “Simplicity is all. Simple logic, simple arguments, simple visual images. If you can't reduce your argument to a few crisp words and phrases, there's something wrong with your argument.”


To create a simple advertising idea in any medium, we must limit ourselves to saying one thing. Any advertising concept that tries to make more than one point won't work. This is basically why they put the point on the end of the nail.




[image: ]



MAKE SURE THE FUSE ON YOUR IDEA ISN'T TOO LONG OR TOO SHORT.


Here's the thing: the customer must get your ad instantly, or close to instantly. I sometimes refer to this as the Speed of the Get. (As in, “I get it.”) For my money, a quick-get is the first and the most important thing an idea needs to have. A quick get matters more than even the creativity of the piece. Heresy, I know, but it's the truth.


However, you don't want your idea to be too quick of a get. If your idea doesn't have enough substance to it, it may well be an instant read but will likely have little effect on the viewer. Sort of like a STOP sign; obviously an instant read but not likely something I'm gonna post about. Few students err on the too fast end of the continuum. Most of the ideas I see are too slow.


To create an intriguing idea that requires a little bit of readers—which is a good thing—students sometimes overcomplicate things and end up “encoding” the idea, resulting in a get that takes three or four beats longer than it should.


I liken the Speed of the Get to the length of a fuse on a firecracker. If the fuse on an idea is too short, the idea goes off too fast. Before the reader is even really paying attention, its quick, clueless bang makes it clear there's nothing there to be interested in. I've found most students tend to set their fuses too long; equally ineffective because nobody has time to wait around for your idea to go off.


You can improve the speed of the get on your concepts by taking everything out of the idea except the idea. An old story (possibly apocryphal) has it that an admirer of Michelangelo had asked him how he had managed to create such a magnificent statue of an elephant from a cold block of marble. Allegedly, he answered, “I just chipped away everything that wasn't elephant.” I suggest you do the same with your concepts.


To determine whether you need a certain image, phrase, or word to make your idea work, try taking it out. If the idea doesn't work without it, that part was what I call a load-bearing beam. But if the idea still holds up without it, well, it didn't need it and you should probably take it out.


Which reminds me. There's an old parable about problem-solving called Occam's razor. It states when you have two correct answers that both solve the problem, the more correct answer is the simplest one because it solves the problem with fewer moving parts. It solves the problem more elegantly.




Simple has stopping power.


What is it about the two ads in Figures 6.2 and 6.3?


For my money, it's their stopping power. The ads stop me because, other than the logo, there's only one place I can look. And then, once I'm looking, I realize the image, it's … off … it's weird somehow, so I lean in thinkin' what the hell … >bang< … and the idea goes off. The fuse is exactly the right length on both of these ideas.


Simple doesn't figure it all out for you. Sometimes it asks the reader to finish it. The less you put in the ad, the better. As the writer Saki said, “When baiting a trap with cheese, always leave room for the mouse.”






Simple is bigger.


On May 7, 1915, a German U-boat sank a passenger ship, the Lusitania, killing nearly 1,200 civilians, many of them women and children. America was finally too angry to stay out of the Great War, and enlistment posters began to appear in shop windows, one of which is reprinted here (Figure 6.4).


 [image: Photograph shows no headline. No product. Just a mud-caked boat on a trailer. For Jeep.]



Figure 6.2 No headline. No product. Just a mud-caked boat on a trailer. For Jeep.






 [image: Photograph of headline reads “Ford Expedition with rear view camera.”]



Figure 6.3 Headline reads “Ford Expedition with rear view camera.”






Most other World War I posters were not as visual and instead used headlines like “Irishmen, Avenge the Lusitania!” and “Take Up the Sword of Justice.” Seems to me, all these decades later, they're not nearly as powerful as this one simple image, this one word.





 [image: Photo depicts simple graphic images are powerful. One hundred years later, this World War I recruitment poster still works.]



Figure 6.4 Simple graphic images are powerful. One hundred years later, this World War I recruitment poster still works.






Remember, in any cluttered media environment, less is truly more. So, why not have your radio spot be one person saying 40 words? Maybe have a print ad be all one color. Lock the camera down and do your whole TV spot on a tabletop. Show a scorpion walking up a baby's arm, I don't know, but do something simple. Simple is huge.


The artist Cezanne said, “With an apple, I will astonish Paris.”






Simple breaks through clutter.


The kryptonite of clutter is simplicity. How can anything else but simplicity break out of clutter? Should we do clutter that's cleverer? Or perhaps clutter that has a better design? Clutter that's more strategically correct? No. The only effective antidote to clutter is simplicity.


Even the Super Bowl, with its annual collection of eye-popping TV commercials, has its own brand of clutter. Call it “good” clutter if you will. But it's still clutter and you have to find a way to improve what a scientist might call the “signal-to-noise ratio” of your idea. You must break out. And you can do that with an idea of draconian simplicity.






Keep paring away until you have the essence of your idea.


Let's start with three observations from three different men: one dead, one British, and one crazy.


Robert Louis Stevenson said, “The only art is to omit.”


Tony Cox, a fabulous British writer said, “Inside every fat ad there's a thinner and better one trying to get out.”


And then there's Neil French, a great writer from Singapore. I was lucky enough to meet him one day, and he walked me through a wonderful exercise in the art of omitting, of reductionism.


He started by drawing a thumbnail sketch of a typical ad (idea 1 in Figure 6.5). You have your headline, your visual, some body copy, a tagline, and a logo.


Okay, he asked, can we make this ad work without the body copy? Maybe we could, by making the headline work a little harder. We can? Good, let's take out the body copy. That leaves the slightly cleaner layout of idea 2.


What about the tagline? Is it bringing any new information to the ad? No? Then let's broom it. Look, the third layout's already better, faster, cleaner.


Now, about that headline. What if we came up with a visual that, all by itself, delivered the key message? And that logo—isn't there some way we can incorporate it into the visual?


 [image: An illustration of Neil's napkin demonstration of reductionism. Idea 5 is almost always going to be better than idea 1.]



Figure 6.5 Neil's napkin demonstration of reductionism. Idea 5 is almost always going to be better than idea 1.






Ultimately, Neil reduced his ad to one thing. He suggested I try to do the same whenever I can. Get it down to one thing. Sometimes it's just a headline. Sometimes a picture. Either way, he said, the math always works out the same. Every element you add to an idea reduces the importance of all the other elements. And conversely, every item you subtract raises the visibility and importance of what's left.


Several years after my conversation with Neil, an ad from Leo Burnett London won gold at Cannes with the excellent concept you see in Figure 6.6.


Admittedly, this kind of draconian reductionism is hard to pull off, especially when you have a client who wants to put more in an ad, not less. In my career, I've managed only once to reduce a print concept down to a single image. But to this day, it remains my favorite. It was a business-to-business (B2B) ad that ran in fashion magazines like Women's Wear Daily to remind store buyers to stock Lee jeans during their wholesale discounts (Figure 6.7). Note the absence of even a logo.


 [image: Photograph of brilliantly simple ideas also have stopping power.]



Figure 6.6 Brilliantly simple ideas also have stopping power.






One last thing I noticed about simple. It doesn't age. Maybe it's just me, but this ad for Lee jeans, along with most of the ads in this chapter, they all seem timeless; the clients could publish them tomorrow, just as they are.






[image: ]



A FEW WORDS ABOUT OUTDOOR. (FEW BEING THE KEY WORD.)




Billboards and posters force you to be simple.


Billboards and out-of-home advertising (or OOH as most agency people refer to it) may be the best medium to practice the art of simplicity, because there's no room to do much else other than get right to your idea. No time for any drumroll here, folks. Just cut to the cymbal crash.


It's been said an outdoor board should have no more than seven words. Any more and people won't have time to read them. Obviously, we have to include the client's logo which may add two or three words. So, now we're up to 10 words, which is pushing it. However, with the right execution (having no visual helps), even 11 words can work, as Figure 6.8 shows.


Out-of-home advertising is an unforgiving medium to work in. But when you think about it, is there any medium where people are just poking along waiting to see our ideas? Given the speed of passing audiences, I suggest draconian measures. Tagline? Broom it. Website address? Fuhgeddaboudit. Cut, cut, and cut again. Simpler is always better.





 [image: Photo depicts it's hard to read reprinted here, but the little warning sign says: “This changing booth is monitored by store personnel to prevent theft, particularly theft of Lee jeans, the #1 brand of women, something that would really cheese off our store buyers, especially now that Lee has lowered their wholesale prices and the store stands to rake in some serious profit.”]



Figure 6.7 It's hard to read reprinted here, but the little warning sign says: “This changing booth is monitored by store personnel to prevent theft, particularly theft of Lee jeans, the #1 brand of women, something that would really cheese off our store buyers, especially now that Lee has lowered their wholesale prices and the store stands to rake in some serious profit.”






 [image: An illustration of Hunt-Adkins of Minneapolis did another great board for Mystic Lake Casino which read, “Call In Rich Tomorrow.”]



Figure 6.8 Hunt-Adkins of Minneapolis did another great board for Mystic Lake Casino which read, “Call In Rich Tomorrow.”






Here's a good way to test whether your outdoor ideas work quickly. Show it to a friend, for just two seconds, and then put it out of sight. One Mississippi, Two Mississippi. And then ask ’em, what did it say?


Or, as a test for legibility, try looking at the layout on your computer from 10 feet away. Speed matters. Check out how fast this next one is (Figure 6.9).


To see for yourself why these tests matter, next time you're driving a highway, count the number of billboards you're able to read from your car. In my experience, it's less than 10 percent of ’em. I'm beginning to think highway outdoor is probably best used just for giving directions on which exit to take to get to the brand's location.


However, for subway postings and bus stops, concepts can risk a slightly longer fuse. Another interesting media buy is known as “station domination.” Creepy name, I know, but buying out every board in a single subway stop can be very attention-getting and is often perfect for big events.


One last thing? A personal favor? If someone asks you to do yet another one of those personal injury lawyer billboards, you know, with the big-ass phone numbers like 777-777 or 888-8888? Please, just walk away.






Outdoor's super-power: Size.


Out-of-home offers something no other medium can—scale. It's the perfect medium to pull off ideas where size matters. In Figure 6.10 you can see Nationwide Insurance's dramatic oversized paint spill. But even traditional billboards can incorporate large 3D elements, as Chik-Fil-A did during its long-running outdoor campaign (Figure 6.11).


Big as they are on the cityscape, outdoor boards aren't just a big ads; they can be events. Which is why you should never settle for some idea that's just “okay.” If you do and it's actually posted, its huge size will magnify your so-so idea into a towering tribute to your mediocrity and you'll wanna take a different route into work just to avoid having it scream this down at you:


 [image: An illustration of a simple billboard about Honda's fuel efficiency.]



Figure 6.9 A simple billboard about Honda's fuel efficiency.






 [image: Schematic illustration of Nationwide Insurance and regional paint brand Coop's collude to create this traffic stopper in Nationwide's home town, Columbus, SC.]



Figure 6.10 Nationwide Insurance and regional paint brand Coop's collude to create this traffic stopper in Nationwide's home town, Columbus, SC.






 [image: Schematic illustration of Nationwide Insurance and regional paint brand Coop's collude to create this traffic stopper in Nationwide's home town, Columbus, SC.]







Digital technology is also changing outdoor.


Perhaps the most famous, most-talked-about billboard in advertising history is still Ogilvy London's digital masterpiece for British Airways. On a board high above Piccadilly Circus (Figure 6.12), a little boy pointed to any BA plane flying overhead, naming both its flight number and destination in real time. To pull it off, Ogilvy's digital developers fed the installation with live data from, among other sources, flight patterns and weather. (The case study on YouTube is required viewing.)


 [image: Schematic illustration of Chik-Fil-A spent most of its advertising budget on this well-loved, long-running outdoor campaign.]



Figure 6.11 For years, Chik-Fil-A spent most of its advertising budget on this well-loved, long-running outdoor campaign.






With streaming data, many OOH installations now use digital technology in simpler but effective ways. Weather data allowed a Carnival Cruise digital board to show freezing Boston citizens an always-accurate reminder, “Current temperature in the Caribbean: 83˚.”


Technical add-ons to outdoor boards can also enhance the idea. Light sensors can change the board's mood according to the time of day. In another example, if someone smoked near a digital poster for a nicotine gum, a smoke detector triggered the person in the image to begin coughing.


Today, most of the industry interest is in pairing brands' mobile and OOH campaigns, sometimes with Bluetooth technology or geofencing and geotargeting tools. Outdoor executions can also be folded into a brand's social strategy. Spotify recently launched an outdoor campaign promoting its “New Music Fridays” designing the layouts to look like a featured artist's playlist on the site. The artists then posted photos of themselves (posing in front of their boards) to the millions of fans following them on social media. Every post, of course, featured the Spotify logo right in the picture.






As long as we're talking about OOH, WTF is “new media”?


Although the term “new media” is not in wide use, I use it here synonymously with terms such as “ambient” and “alternative media,” which refer to the use of any surface or object to carry a brand message. These can be everything from overhead hand straps on buses to those irritating gas pump TV screens.


 [image: Photo depicts one billboard idea was talked about on television news programs around the world.]



Figure 6.12 This one billboard idea was talked about on television news programs around the world.






One of Wikipedia's contributors nicely summed up the draw of creatively chosen new media: “Within the advertising business there is a blurring of the distinction between creative (content) and the media (the delivery of this content). New media itself is considered to be creative and the medium has indeed become the message.”


Then there's guerilla marketing. Taking its name from a kind of warfare that uses the element of surprise, brands sometimes use guerilla as part of an PR strategy employing surprise or unconventional interactions, usually in urban settings. However, in Advertising by Design, author Robin Landa suggests the judicious use of such tactics. “‘Guerilla' advertising is effective when it is entertaining. It is offensive when it accosts or seriously intrudes. As advertising creeps more and more into our environment, we must be judicious about its placement and its effect on popular culture and on people. Respecting people is critical.”1






In this medium, your ideas must delight people.


Except for the handful of great ideas in the award shows each year, most of the outdoor I see is either okay or pretty bad. The thing is, when a digital idea is bad, people can just >click< and it goes away. But if you live across the street from a stupid outdoor board, all you can do is close the curtains and drink yourself to sleep.


Copywriter Howard Luck Gossage didn't believe outdoor boards were a true advertising medium:




An advertising medium is a medium that incidentally carries advertising but whose primary function is to provide something else: entertainment, news, etc… . Your exposure to television commercials is conditional on their being accompanied by entertainment that is not otherwise available. No such parity or tit-for-tat or fair exchange exists in outdoor advertising… . I’m afraid the poor old billboard doesn't qualify as a medium at all; its medium, if any, is the scenery around it and that is not its to give away.2





In 2006, the city of Sao Paulo, Brazil, outlawed billboards, and here in America other states are considering joining Maine, Vermont, Alaska, and Hawaii with similar bans. Is it heresy to suggest outdoor advertising should be restricted to city limits? Well, until the day billboards are banned altogether (for the crime of “corporate littering” or perhaps “retinal trespassing”), you owe the citizens of the town where your outdoor appears your very best work. Let your work delight people.










NOTES




	1.  Robin Landa, Advertising by Design: Generating and Designing Creative Ideas Across Media (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2010).


	2.  Howard Luck Gossage, The Book of Gossage (Chicago: The Copy Workshop, 1995), 114–115.









  
    




 [image: Photo depicts Levi's borrows Brando's bad guy from 1953's The Wild One.]



Figure 7.1 Levi's borrows Brando's bad guy from 1953's The Wild One.










  
    



7
WHY IS THE BAD GUY ALWAYS MORE INTERESTING?: STORYTELLING, CONFLICT, AND BRAND PLATFORMS.






AD VETERAN RICK BOYKO explained the ad biz very simply: “We are storytellers in service of brands.”


Our job is to get our brands' stories into the national conversation and ultimately into the firmament of popular culture. “To make them famous,” as they used to say at Crispin. The thing is, we don't get people talking about our brands by reading them a list of product benefits. People talk in stories, and so must we.


There's a great book I recommend to ad students. It's not about advertising but screenwriting: Robert McKee's Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. McKee makes a convincing case the human brain is wired to hunger for story—that a structure of three acts, taking us from problem to unexpected solution, is something our brains crave. Story just sucks us in. Even when we're watching some late-night TV movie and we know how the story's going to end, we stay up later than we ought to just to watch the dang thing, right? Theorists suggest story is a cognitive structure our brains use to encode information. So, in addition to its drawing power, story has lasting power—it helps us remember things.


This chapter is about finding the story inside a brand or product.








All stories run on conflict.


Let's stop for a moment and imagine Star Wars without Darth Vader.


We'd open on young Skywalker, maybe, holding his light saber and then … uh, and then, uh, he puts it down and goes inside, probably for dinner or something.


The moral of this non-story is this: if you don't have conflict, you don't have a story.


All drama is conflict. Every movie you've ever seen had conflict at its core. Every fairy tale, comic book, sit-com, and rom-com you've ever seen, heard, or read is driven by conflict. Sadly, this observation seems to be lost on many clients and agencies, because most of the time clients seem to want to show only how great life is after purchasing their fine products. It's a happy place where nobody ever has cavities, everybody's car always starts, and no one is overdrawn at the bank. Many clients want you to cut right to the end of the movie.


The problem is, when there's no bad guy, we cut right to the happy ending and short-circuit the structure of story and its power to fascinate. I don't know about you, but life in Pleasantville is boring. Conflict* makes things interesting. Tension makes us lean in to see what's going on.






When everything is okay, we aren't interested.


You will never see this headline in the newspaper: “Area Bank Not Robbed.” Yes, we're all pleased the bank wasn't robbed today, but we're also not interested. Our disinterest doesn't mean we're bad. It's simply natural to tune out the status quo and tune back in only when the status changes.


In Seducing Strangers, author and “Mad Men” consultant Josh Weltman explained why conflict and negativity are such effective ways to communicate.




If a jaguar is near and a monkey screams in monkey-speak, ‘Hey! Danger! Danger! There's a jaguar—get out of here!' not only do monkeys, but also toucans, deer, and any other jaguar prey hearing the warning will all clear the area. In the jungle, the researchers found, warnings are understood and obeyed… . Negative ads work because people behave like animals. We are wired to heed warnings.1





Our brains are wired to heed warnings. This is not to say all ads need to be warnings, and most certainly doesn't mean “negative ads” the way I understand the term. It's just that, to be interesting, a story needs both positive and negative forces in play.


Entire brand dynasties have been built on what one might call “warning signals.” FedEx, for example. For the first decade of the company's existence, they aired commercials showing all the horrible things which happened to corporate drones foolish enough to use another service.


At the very end of an essay about branded content titled “Amping the Tension,” Pelle Sjoenelle from BBH emphasizes how critical conflict is: “So in case it isn't really clear by now, I'll say it again. Without conflict you'll have no winning formula in entertainment as a brand.”2






Without is usually more interesting than with.


Goodby Silverstein & Partners' got milk? campaign from the ’90s is another strong campaign built entirely on a tension. The strategist who helped create it, Jon Steele, called it a “deprivation strategy.”


Every commercial brilliantly imagined some scenario where not having milk in the fridge is a disaster. A big peanut butter sandwich without milk? Cookies without milk? Not gonna happen.**


Here's the scary part (or rather the boring part): in your career you're going to run into a lot of advertising briefs that'll ask you to cut to the happy ending. (“Can we just get rid of got milk? and say ‘have milk'?”). This structure of life-is-better-with-our-product is still how many briefs are written.


Take this brief, for example, for a natural foods retailer: “We believe fresh food means better health.”


Sounds like a workable brief, right? That's what we thought when we first heard it, but if you sit down and try to work with it, as we did, you may end up agreeing that it's not very inspiring. It doesn't go anywhere. The reason it doesn't go anywhere is this: creativity happens in response to a problem, and the statement “fresh food means better health” isn't a problem, it's a solution. And solutions are about as interesting as filled-in crossword puzzles. The interesting part is over. This is why cops in the movies are always saying, “Move along, folks, nothin' to see here.” There isn't anything to see there because the problem's gone by then.


In my experience, the best strategies and the best work usually come from a place of conflict and tension: strategies built on top of—and powered by—tensions. When a strategy can be built on top of one of these tensions, great work fairly bursts out of it. Like a volcano along the edge of two tectonic plates, there's a natural energy at these points of stress—a conflict of opinions or themes—that make them lively birthplaces for ideas of force and substance.


These tensions can come from pretty much anywhere.






Identify and leverage the central conflicts within your client's company or category.


Conflicting energies can be found everywhere. They can be thematic tensions, tensions peculiar to the category, or general cultural tensions. For example, a thematic tension might be “human versus machine.” Apple's been exploiting a variety of this tension since its famous “1984” commercial.


The most obvious conflict we might want to look at is our brand versus brand x. Every client has an enemy, particularly in mature categories, where growth has to come out of somebody else's hide.


Tension can also come from conflicts that exist inside any given industry. Take the financial category. I happen to be angry at all the fat-cat bankers; really angry. They got rich in 2008 crashing our economy, tipped their caddies with our overdraft fees, and nobody spent a day in jail. So perhaps the conflict I'd choose to work with would be Wall Street versus Main Street. Or lying versus truth. In Baked In, authors Bogusky and Winsor put it this way:




Think about the categories you work in and the conflicts that exist there. If you're in the traditional energy business, it's pretty obvious that you have a conflict with the environmental movement. If you're in the financial world, there's a lot of conflict around public trust. The cultural conflicts in your category are probably a bit subtler. What are the big, hairy cultural conflicts affecting your company that everyone knows about but no one really likes to discuss?3





Speaking of cultural tensions, one that comes to mind is America's fractured relationship with food. We love our “Triple Patty-Melt Bacon Bombs” and “44-Cheese Pizzas,” but then we all run to the gym so we can cram ourselves into skinny jeans.


As you can imagine, there are conflicts all over the place—our culture, our language, the brand, the category—everywhere.




	Republican versus Democrat


	Religion versus science


	Hate versus love


	Cheap versus expensive


	Big business versus small business


	Red versus green





Here's why all this conflict stuff is worth talking about. Wherever you find polarities or opposing energies, you'll find conflict. And where you find conflict, you'll find the rudiments of story. The trick, then, is to pit these opposing energies against each other and look for the possible stories to emerge.






To spark story, start with this versus that.


Okay, what if a creative director walked in and said, “I need each of you to show me a campaign for Coca-Cola. I need it tomorrow for a noon meeting.”


Gulp. That's a tall order. I can just feel my brain scrambling to find some place to start. My pen would freeze as I tried to take in the vast universe of Coca-Cola–of soft drinks, of thirst, of refreshment, of movies, of Americana. The possibilities might make smoke come out of my ears.


But now imagine if the creative director had asked, “I need you to do a Coke versus Pepsi ad.”


That problem feels different, doesn't it? Why?


Well, when the problem is put to me this way—in a this versus that framework—for some reason, I feel ideas start to form. I feel a little traction under my tires. I have a general sense I could maybe try this first, then maybe that. Things start to bubble up from my subconscious and I feel like I have somewhere to start.


You may find this same thought experiment helpful when you're searching for story. Sometimes, to get my narrative engine to turn over, here's what I do. (It's kind of silly, but it often helps.) I draw a rectangle with a line down the middle and imagine the line represents the word versus. Then I let the two spaces on either side represent any kind of conflict that comes to mind: life with the product versus life without it. Or our product versus their product.


The conflicts you leverage can be as big as good versus evil, or as banal as Colgate versus cavities. With some products the conflicts are kind of obvious. For example, with bug killer we could start with bug killer versus bugs. Or we could do nice clean house versus house crawling with bugs. Or we could do bug monsters versus civilization. All these conflicts suggest different stories.


In my opinion, the best bad guy in recent memory was “Mayhem” for Allstate Insurance. Leo Burnett creatives brilliantly personified all the things Allstate insures you against in the form of one bad-ass mob-looking dude. I think it was one of the best campaigns in the last 25 years.






If a conflict isn't immediately apparent, make one up.


Here's the fun part. If a conflict or tension isn't apparent in a product or category, fine; make one up. Twix chocolate bars invented their own conflict with their long-running Left Twix versus Right Twix campaign.


What about a commodity product like, say, Chiquita bananas? Because Chiquita's bananas are pretty much the same as Dole's, maybe we'll find a more interesting conflict outside of the banana category. In which case, our list of story-starters might look like this:




	Good food versus junk food


	Health versus obesity


	Has its own wrapper versus canned foods


	Ready-to-eat versus crap you gotta cook


	Yellow versus “boring” colors





As silly as some of these polarities look, I'm pretty sure we could build a story around one of ’em and create some advertising way more interesting than “bananas have potassium”—which is just “milk builds strong bones” all over again. The point here is, if we can jump-start a narrative for bananas, we can probably do it for other products and other categories.*


So, start your own list. Then just go all Boy Scouts on it and start rubbing the two columns together. You'll see how it can generate sparks, heat, and ultimately story.






Brand as archetype.


If you ever fell asleep in a comparative literature class, you probably missed the lecture on “the Hero's Journey,” but it's important, so listen up.


Scholars identified a common template in stories told over the centuries, the Hero's Journey, in which a hero goes on an adventure, meets an archetype (who teaches the hero a lesson or grants him or her powers), and after winning a decisive victory, the hero returns home transformed.


The archetype is a recurring symbol or motif in literature, art, or mythology. There's the Wise Old Man, the Mother, the Trickster, the Magician, the Queen; the list goes on and it's a list anyone can come up with because archetypes are built into all our stories, movies, fairy tales, sitcoms, all of them.


Here's where archetypes apply to advertising. To get your story engine started, try seeing your brand as an archetype.


If you let your imagination be guided by the character traits inherent in each archetype, you may feel stories start to bubble to the surface. The Caregiver brands, they nurture and soothe. The Explorer lives off the land. I've come up with a few of my own brand-archetype pairings in Figure 7.2. Yours might be different. What archetype feels right for your brand? (Remember, the brand is not the hero. The hero is the customer and your brand is the archetype.)


 [image: Schematic illustration of when a brand aligns well with an archetype, the narratives can be a little easier to discover.]



Figure 7.2 When a brand aligns well with an archetype, the narratives can be a little easier to discover.






Each of the described archetypes suggest their own stories. Disney brings magic to our lives. Dove purifies. Harley roars into town and makes all the old ladies at the quilting bee purse their lips.


In his book Disruption, Jean-Marie Dru makes the same point. “Brands are sometimes best thought of as verbs. IBM solves, Nike exhorts, Sony dreams… . Brands are not nouns but verbs.”4






[image: ]



BRAND PLATFORMS: THE MOTHER OF STORIES.




Campaigns versus platforms.


When you first join an agency as a junior creative person, your first months will almost certainly be spent doing all the crap jobs senior people used to hate doing, such as rewriting copy on some website or trying to write the Twitter feed of a brand like Reynold's Wrap without taking antidepressants. Yes, you've landed a job in a creative industry but for a while, there will be little for you to brag about at parties. (“Hey, ya know the little survey card that came along with your phone bill? Yeah, I did that.”)


So, you do your time because you know one day you'll get a chance to work on bigger projects, maybe steer entire brands. It may even happen soon if you're asked to work on a new business pitch.


When agencies get a chance to refresh a brand and start over, they often find it's best to work toward the highest storytelling level they can reach; a place where a brand can live for a long time.


Which makes this the perfect time to talk about brand platforms.






Platforms are ideas that create ideas.


A platform is not a campaign. For the purposes of discussion, I'll define a campaign here as a series of ads held together by similar messaging, typography, art direction, tone, and architecture. Campaigns can be great.


One great example is VW's campaign for their computer-assisted parallel-parking feature, one of which you see in Figure 7.3. It's an extremely good One Show–winning campaign worth studying and is another great example of the power of simplicity.


A platform, however, is a world. It's a world with its own rules.


 [image: Photograph of One Show–winning campaign sells the computer-assisted parallel parking in the new VWs.]



Figure 7.3 One Show–winning campaign sells the computer-assisted parallel parking in the new VWs.










Think of a campaign as a movie and a platform as a Hollywood franchise.


What distinguishes the kind of movie that becomes a Hollywood franchise? For my money, any movie that's “franchisable” creates more than just a story but an entire world, one from which many stories can spring.


As a term, world building was first popularized at science fiction writers' workshops back in the ’70s. Wikipedia's definition reads: “Developing an imaginary setting with coherent qualities such as a history, geography, and ecology is a key task for many science fiction writers.”


Take Harry Potter, for example. Author J. K. Rowling built a rich, magical world where fireplaces were travel ports and talking hats sorted students. However fanciful her world of muggles and magic was, all the Potter stories obeyed an internal logic and ran according to one set of magical rules.


Here's why the idea of rules is important: once you've created a brand platform world with rules, those rules can be used again and again to spin other stories: prequels, sequels, and spin-offs.


Here's an example of a great platform with a rich set of rules.


Coke Zero's brief to Crispin was simple: communicate Coke Zero tastes as good as Coca-Cola. In Crispin's final executions, two actors posing as brand managers for the main Coke brand were filmed trying to hire actual lawyers to sue those new Coke Zero guys downstairs—sue them for what they call “taste infringement” (Figure 7.4). In one of the many sessions filmed with different lawyers, an improv actor asked, “Can we sue them just to get it into court and humiliate them?” The lawyer answers: “It'll be dismissed. You'll be humiliated. And get fired.”


 [image: Photograph of Crispin's campaign for Coke Zero. Improv actors pretended to be Coke employees try to sue their own company.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 7.4 Crispin's fabulous campaign for Coke Zero. Improv actors pretended to be Coke employees trying to sue their own company. Several clips can be viewed at the link.






Question: what are the rules of this brand platform?


Answer: the rules of the “Taste Infringement” legal world were all about courtrooms and lawyers, all those conventions you've seen in every TV courtroom drama—“I object” and “guilty as charged” and “order in the court!”


Rules from the legal world allowed the creatives to come up with other stories. One such spin-off for Coke Zero was a sub-campaign about an ambulance-chaser of a lawyer trying to file a class action suit: “Are you a victim of ‘Taste Confusion'?”


Then, in an online execution of this idea, there was an interactive website where you could use Coke Zero's “Sue a Friend” technology. If a friend started wearing a cool shirt you wore first, just fill out the form, and sue ’em for taste infringement.


Billboards appeared, one reading: “Coke Zero tastes so much like Coke, our lawyers have contacted our lawyers.”


As you can see, a platform is an idea that creates ideas. And the richer the set of rules in your world, the more stories you can pull out of it. This is why platforms often last much longer than campaigns. To understand why, let's go back to that wonderful campaign for VW's computer-assisted parallel parking (Figure 7.3).


As great as that campaign is, it's not a world. Well, it is a world, but it's a small one with just the one rule—you change what's on either side of the parking space. It's a totally workable rule and in the next ad could feature, say, a handicapped van on one side and an armored SWAT van on the other. We could probably do a few more, but does it feel like the idea has as many possibilities as “taste infringement”?


The point here is, the more rules to your world, the better.






Two signs you have a platform: It fits on a sticky note and it starts talking and won't shut up.


It's kind of weird, but if you cannot write your idea on a sticky note, it's probably not a very big idea. Big ideas can be summed up in a sentence. If you find yourself needing more than a sentence or two to set up an idea, well, your idea probably isn't there yet.


Take that Coke Zero premise, for example. I'd write on the note something like, “Coca-Cola company sues itself for ‘taste infringement.'” It's all there, the entire idea in 49 characters.


Here's another platform that fits on a note, this one from one of my students for PetSmart, a company that makes most of its money selling dog food and cat food.


They started by looking for conflicts or tensions within the brand or category—a this versus that. And up popped an obvious one: dogs versus cats.


It wasn't quite a world with rules yet, but we've all absorbed a lifetime of dog versus cat cartoons, movies, and YouTube clips. There seem to be rules in place already.


Dogs are friendly, cats are aloof.


Dogs like bones, cats like milk.


Dogs like postmen, cats like mice.


Dogs fetch, cats not so much.


Yes, dogs and cats are totally different, but there is one thing they agree on: all the yummy stuff at PetSmart (Figure 7.5).


“PetSmart is the only thing dogs and cats can agree on.”


As soon as this student spoke this platform concept aloud in class, everybody instantly started coming up with ideas to bring it to life. “Oh, how about a campaign by cats making fun of all the stupid dog products across the aisle?” “Or a campaign where the store employees really get dogs and cats and, like, they're all friendly and helpful on the dog side but on the cat side they just look at you and push products off the shelves.”


 [image: An illustration shows if you can't fit your idea in a small space, it's probably not a very big idea.]



Figure 7.5 If you can't fit your idea in a small space, it's probably not a very big idea.






The thing is, when you finally hit on a working platform, you'll feel a release of energy, as all the rules start talking and the platform basically unpacks itself. The rules of the new world will be obvious and plentiful, and the fun begins when you start recombining the rules to tell the brand story in a variety of ways.


A platform isn't just a story. It is the mother of stories.






Truth + conflicts = platform.


I'm not going to call this a formula for the creative process. But folks, I gotta say, in the classroom I've seen this formula work again and again.




TRUTH + CONFLICTS = possible platform





Once students practiced playing with it, they started coming into class bearing platform ideas I'd be proud to present to any client anywhere. See if it works for you.


Start with the truest thing you can say about the brand.


Then start looking for the conflicts/tensions that happen because of that truth.


We talked about the “truest thing” before in Chapter 3. There's no correct answer, and it's almost never mentioned in the brief because the truest thing is something most clients are taught to deny or minimize. But you'll know the truth when you hear it. We always do.


Here's a student example for Crocs, the shoes. What's the truest thing we could say about Crocs?


Well, if we'd had the client in the room, they'd say, “They're comfortable.” Crocs are comfortable and if we want to sell these clients an idea, it's going to have to communicate comfort. But the truest thing—according to this student and everyone else in class that day—is Crocs are ugly.


Okay so, UGLY is the truth we'll work with. Now let's play around with UGLY + CONFLICTS. What conflicts arise as a result of ugly shoes? Well, if you wear ugly shoes you'll look stupid. Or let's try, if you wear ugly shoes to the club you're probably going home alone. After some thought, the student wrote this formula on her page and used it as her jumping off point.


UGLY + YOU WON'T GET LAID = possible platform for Crocs


What the student got with this simple setup was focus.


Okay, now she knows her campaign will have to (1) communicate comfort, (2) acknowledge the truth Crocs are ugly, and (3) admit that wearing them removes your sex appeal. By focusing on this one area, this student finally arrived at a brilliant brand platform: “Crocs. The World's Most Comfortable Birth Control in 15 Bright Colors.”


It's a platform where all the rules come from the world of contraception. (“Crocs. They're 98 percent effective.”) Yet it allows the campaign to talk about comfort in a way that's believable and engaging.


Remember, TRUTH + CONFLICTS isn't a rule, it's just a tool I've found sometimes helps start my storytelling engines and gets me to a platform. Use it if it works for you. Here are some other platforms that fit on sticky notes, created by my ad students:




Reese's Peanut Butter Cups: “The tragic love story of how Peanut Butter left Jelly for Chocolate.” The rules are from the World of Scandal.


Blue Buffalo Natural Dog Food: With no GMO ingredients, guess who loves it? “#MillennialDogs,” who go on and on about the “locally sourced grain” and post photos of their dog bowls on Instagram. Rules are from the World of Fussy Foodies.


Casper mattresses: “What?! You tossed your old mattress out in the alley and are sleeping with Casper now? Not if your Crazy Ex-Mattress has anything to say about it.” The rules are from the World of Cray-Cray.





What's interesting is even though the ascendancy of digital and online is a permanent change, the classic construct of a story not only continues to work, its narrative power is amplified.
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NONLINEAR STORYTELLING.


Classic story structure usually involves a passive audience just taking in the story, whether it's a book or a movie. But in today's brand-customer universe, viewers aren't as passive. Not only do people want to interrupt the story, they want to change it, make comments, or tell their own stories, and there's no better place for them to do this than online.


In traditional media, the story's all there and we just take it in. But on digital platforms it's a little more like those children's Choose Your Own Adventure books, a quality often referred to as interactive narrative. In his excellent book, The Art of Immersion, author Frank Rose discussed this kind of storytelling:




Advertisers have been finding the same thing other people with a story to tell are finding. To tell it, they need not just to entertain their audience, but to involve them, invite them in, let them immerse themselves… . A new type of narrative is emerging—one that's told through many media at once in a way that's nonlinear, that's participatory and often game like, and that's designed above all to be immersive.5





Something different happens when you can tell one story from multiple points of contact with a customer. A single brand story can happen on television, radio, print, outdoor, mobile, gaming, blogging, or virtual reality; not just one of them, but all of them simultaneously. Stories presented this way can give an immersive experience you can't get using one medium alone. The different platforms begin to complement one another forming one overarching narrative. And when social media are included, viewers can invite friends into the story, build communities, and the brand's story can go into orbit.


Social media indeed went crazy when Wendy's started playing Fortnite on Twitch, the streaming platform for gamers.


Fortnite had introduced a new in-game mode called “Food Fight,” where players could join a team from one of the game's two restaurants: Durr Burger or Pizza Pit. Wendy's agency, VMLY&R, noticed that in the back rooms of all Durr Burger restaurants were big freezers, where presumably they stored their virtual frozen patties—the total opposite of Wendy's policy of “No Frozen Beef Ever.”


The “campaign” started when Wendy's had some of their own people play the game using an avatar outfitted to look like a warrior version of the Wendy's logo (Figure 7.6, left).


“Wendy” joined the Pizza Pit team and set about destroying all Durr Burger's virtual freezers (Figure 7.6, right). This brilliant Trojan Horse of an idea blurred advertising and entertainment, attracted millions of views, and put their key message in front of the exact target audience they were seeking.


Gaming can also work for brands on mobile phones with alternate reality games (ARGs). In an ARG, the viewer is immersed in an interactive narrative that takes place in real time. As with most games, there's a challenge—a puzzle to solve or a treasure to find—and the viewer makes choices interacting with characters or situations in a sort of participatory fiction. Depending on the information players provide when they register, they can even get phone calls from the game. The game designers can also hide hints online, in the blogosphere, or on social platforms like Facebook and, as players share this new information with friends, they're essentially marketing the brand.


 [image: Photograph of Wendy's actually paid someone to play Fortnite and kick ass live on the gamers' channel, Twitch.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 7.6 Wendy's actually paid someone to play Fortnite and kick ass live on the gamers' channel, Twitch. She didn't play by the game rules and just destroyed all the freezers at a virtual burger chain.






When it comes to brand storytelling there are a few differences from classic story structure. The three-act format is more applicable to a self-contained story, like a 30-second commercial. But the brand story is a longer tale told over time and should remain open-ended.


A final word of caution. Remember, your story must be a great one. No amount of multi-platform razzle dazzle will save a boring story. As you investigate the feasibility of this kind of storytelling on behalf of your brand, keep both your product and your customers firmly in mind. An alternate reality game, for instance, is probably not the right way to introduce, say, a new heart medication. Author Stefan Mumaw had some good advice in this regard in Chasing the Monster Idea.




The hardest part of using stories effectively is making sure they're simple—that they reflect your core message. It's not enough to tell a great story, the story has to reflect your brand. Without this relevance, the story teaches nothing and we, as humans, are constantly looking for order and lessons from the stories we consume.6
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	*   As we continue to discuss tensions or conflicts, interpret the words liberally: tensions, conflicts, polarities, opposites; any kind of opposing energies will do.


	** Ad students should be required by law to scour YouTube and view all the famous old FedEx commercials from the early ’80s and other work by the brilliant director, Joe Sedelmaier. Got milk? commercials from the ’90s should also be required viewing.


	*   If you want to see a really stupid idea I came up with to sell bananas, go to heywhipple.com and type “tarantula-free bananas” in the search bar. The movie you will see there is very stupid, but you may agree I found a narrative based on a tension. And sorry, no refunds on the two minutes of your life you will have just wasted.









  
    




 [image: Photograph of part of one of PlayStation's mind-bending ads.]



Figure 8.1 Part of one of PlayStation's mind-bending ads.










  
    



8
REWIRING YOUR BRAIN: CHASING IDEAS AND MAKING BIG CREATIVE LEAPS.






MUCH OF THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE of working in an agency is spent putting out fires. These fires are usually lit by the client and can happen for any number of reasons.


The fire drill could be caused by a change in the client's business situation, such as a competitor coming out with a new model. The alarms might go off because of stock market fluctuations, weather, or, as we've seen, a global virus. Whatever starts the fire, you can be sure phones are gonna ring at the agency and sooner or later you'll find yourself in a meeting with a problem to solve.


Problem-solving is de rigueur at an agency. Even when an account is running smoothly, problems crop up like weeds: uh-oh, supply-line issues just changed your client's available inventory. The licensing on some music ran out and you have to recut a video to a new track. And the old reliable: client changed mind, hates campaign.


The thing is, problem-solving isn't where today's most interesting work happens. Problem-solving issues are usually ones of maintenance. But when big breakthrough ideas happen in advertising, when ideas come along that are big enough to enter the national conversation, it's rarely because somebody solved a problem.


The best stuff often comes from problem-finding.








Why solve problems when finding problems is way cooler?


Think of problem-finding as creative research and development. Basically, problem-finding is a playful screwing around and what-iffing that can result in giant leaps forward, leaps nobody was expecting because the problem didn't exist until you pointed it out.


Problem-finding starts with a long hard look at a client's business. The team at the agency takes a step back, shakes the Etch-A-Sketch, and challenges their own assumptions. They study the client's customers, stores, data, and systems. They look for bottlenecks, redundancies, unmet customer needs. Once they've found an interesting problem, usually one the client didn't know they had, it becomes a matter of problem-solving again.


You'll likely never get a creative brief for problem-finding. If they're honest, most agency leaders will admit their biggest creative success stories didn't come from a creative brief anyway. Which isn't surprising. How do you place an order for something that doesn't exist yet? When you think about it, there was no job order for the Beatles' Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. No creative brief for Apple's iPhone. Jobs himself said, “People don't know what they want until you show it to them.” Clients are no different and may not know what they want until an agency shows it to them.


This notion of creative research and development isn't a new one. It was popularized most recently by a corporate policy Google published during their initial IPO. Called “20 percent time,” it enabled all Google engineers to devote at least 20 percent of their time to working on projects that had no promise of paying immediate dividends, but might bring big returns later. And although 20 percent time is no longer the established policy at Google, pretty much every business guru on the planet came out of the water to agree it's the kind of initiative that can push any business forward.


Unfortunately, agencies are like most other businesses and hire only enough staff to service current business needs. Consequently, creatives rarely have the hours in their schedule to think deeply on clients' bigger issues or to pursue any problem-finding. It's all problem-solving, 24/7.


In Chapters 3 and 4, we discussed the key issues of figuring out what to say and how to say it; as well we should, because authentic strategy and messaging are important. But if we take a quick look back at the advice given in those two chapters, we can arguably frame much of it as problem-solving. We were wrestling with the problem of “How do we say or show our key message in a creative enough way to be noticed and remembered?”


But the word messaging presupposes the solution to a given client problem is messaging. It could be. However, with more and more people watching and reading stuff from commercial-free platforms, the old media buys of print-TV-outdoor-and-radio may not get us the attention we need. On top of that, if the only two dials on our dashboard that we can fiddle with are MESSAGE and MEDIA, we're limiting our ability to explore new territory and perhaps make some giant creative leaps.


One way we can make a leap is to question the brief.






How might we?


Problem-finding requires a different approach than problem-solving.


One of the first tenets of problem-finding is to question the very question we're asking and to perhaps toss it overboard. This sometimes requires us to reverse engineer our creative brief, to peel past the deliverables being asked for so we can explore the core business problem the brief was intended to help solve in the first place. Deconstructing the brief requires an open-mindedness often referred to as “beginner's mind.”


The total beginner often asks questions about things people “already know” and take for granted. They ask the obvious questions people too close to the problem can look past. The question's very naiveté often leads to answers that've been overlooked. Where we might usually settle for responses like, “That's just the way things are,” beginner's mind pushes forward and wonders, “Well, why are things the way they are?”


In an interview, W+K's Dan Wieden said, “When you begin a piece of work, it's essential you somehow rinse your brain of everything you think you know about that project, or the subject, and somehow realize how ignorant you are—and how stuffed you are—with preconceptions about things. You need to get rid of all that and approach it new.”1


Researcher Min Basadur developed a popular process for innovation with some similarities to beginner's mind. His process, now marketed as the Simplex Process, is based in part on these three words: “How might we … ?” Tim Brown, CEO of Ideo, explains why the HMW approach is so effective:




	HOW assumes solutions actually do exist and provides the creative confidence needed to identify and solve for unmet needs.


	MIGHT gives us permission to play with ideas that might or might not work—either way, we learn something useful.


	WE signals that we're going to collaborate and build on each other's ideas to find creative solutions together.





With HMW in mind, let's pretend we have a creative brief telling us to convince Apple iPhone owners to switch to the new 5G-ready Samsung phone, because it has a new and better camera.


Well, we could choose to jump right in and start coming up with campaigns that show off the Samsung's great camera features. But such a features-driven campaign is based on—and perhaps limited by—the question inherent in the brief, namely, “Why buy an iPhone upgrade when the Samsung's camera is so much better?” Basadur's HMW process suggests we can try other ways of framing the question. Among many other possibilities, we might try these:




	Why stay in Apple's operating system when Samsung's Android can improve the whole phone experience, including photography?


	Why buy an SLR 35-millimeter camera when you can get similar features of flexibility and control with the camera on the new Samsung phone?


	Why buy any phone for a camera upgrade? Samsung's 5G-readiness sets you up to take advantage of every leap forward in software and connectivity.*





Maybe one of these alternate routes might take us to a more effective campaign for Samsung; maybe not. But consider how far we've moved from trying to say something clever about Samsung's phone-camera for a poster in the window at the Verizon store.


HMW thinking could lead to some interesting deliverables beyond the cookie-cutter media usually listed on creative briefs. Such as: What if we got a Hollywood director to shoot their next big movie on a Samsung and then advertise the movie? What if we set up an arcade of Samsung phones at e3, the big video game convention; and as gamers reacted to their improved game play because of 5G's massive bandwidth, photographers could capture great images and let gamers post them on their social media.


Are these great? I just thought ’em up now, so probably not. But could they have come from the brief as it was written? Definitely not.


Innovation expert from MIT, Hal Gregersen, has a different term for a concentrated round of HMW thinking: “When people in a group are struggling with an issue and find they're getting nowhere … that's the perfect point to back up and do some question-storming.”2


In his wonderful book, A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark Breakthrough Ideas, Warren Berger takes readers through similar scenarios that illustrate how finding the right questions can lead to creative leaps forward.


As a junior, it's not likely you'll be asked to do any how-might-we thinking your first week on the job. But there is a time to do it—after you've finished doing what's asked for in the creative brief. Once you solved the problem as it's presented, then it's time to turn on the afterburners and overdeliver with some problem-finding.






Tom Monahan's wonderful exercise: Ask a better question.


In his great book The Do-It-Yourself Lobotomy, Tom Monahan has another method that can lead to big ideas. He calls it “Ask a Better Question” and I'm lifting it in its entirety here (with Tom's permission) because I've seen students use it to get to brilliant campaigns again and again. I've also seen Tom explain it in a workshop.


So, there's Tom, up at the front of the room, wearing a dark sport coat, dress shirt, black jeans, and black shoes. And he asks the room, “What am I wearing?” Well, that's easy, we think. And people in the room say pretty much what I just said: dark sport coat, dress shirt, black jeans, and shoes.


But then he asks, “What kind of socks am I wearing?”


People lean into the aisles and try to get a look at his socks, but his jeans come down to his shoes, so there's no way to know. But he doesn't accept “don't know” as an answer. “What kind of socks am I wearing?”


And the room starts tossing out ideas: Black socks. White. Tan. Striped. Gold Toe. No socks. Then he pushes them further: “What's an unusual design you wouldn't expect me to have on my socks?” The answers take a left turn becoming quirkier: Baseballs. Santa Claus. Fish. And finally, Tom asks, “What is the most unusual out-there design you would never, ever expect to see on my socks?”


And now the ideas start to come in from the moon: Flying elephants. DNA strands riding bicycles. “Bela Legosi in a swimsuit,” said one.




The early answers tend to be pretty lame. And I'll take the blame because I was asking pretty lame questions. I was asking questions that allowed you to stay in the known. Since our childhood years we've always strived to know the answer, and the answer is something that already exists, so we tend to go with what already exists… . [But] the mind is capable of imagining much more than what you know, particularly if you're encouraged to do so. It's just that we tend to put ourselves in a predefined context in terms of solving problems or answering questions. This determines how we approach a situation. We put ourselves in a context that can be addressed with a known, but when asked progressively more probing questions, you had no choice but to push your mind to a place you've never been before. By definition, the question forced you there.3





You can use Tom's system of asking progressively more probing questions to get to a big brand idea. In Figure 8.2, you see a worksheet based on Tom's process similar to one I hand out in class. On the sheet it looks as if the questions end after three rounds, but finding the right question can require 30 or 40 rounds or more. However, the three rounds listed there demonstrate the relation of each answer to the previous question.




	QUESTION 1: This is a basic question, relevant to the problem for which there is a correct answer. Because we know the answer, there is no creativity involved.


	QUESTION 2: This is a related question derived from the answer to the previous question, for which we can guess a likely answer. Because we can make only an educated guess, there's some creativity involved.


	QUESTION 3: This is a further related question derived from the answer to the previous question for which there is no correct answer. We cannot know or even guess at an answer. Creativity is required. (Ultimately, this is the final, “better question.”)





To kick it off, I tell students, let your first question always be, “Why should people buy this brand?” And let the first answer be the key message you're working with. Maybe it's something like, “It's the only brand that can FILL IN THE BLANK.”


 [image: Schematic illustration of Question 1: “Why should people buy this product?” Answer 1: Your key message. Then challenge every answer with another question.]



Figure 8.2 Question 1: “Why should people buy this product?” Answer 1: Your key message. Then challenge every answer with another question.






As an example, one of the student teams was working on Purell anti-bacterial hand sanitizer. So, question 1 was: Why should people buy Purell? Answer 1 was their main message: “Purell kills 99.99999 percent of all bacteria within 30 seconds of contact.”


Working at the whiteboard, we began compiling a long messy list of more probing questions, most of which began with “why”? The trick with working “Ask a Better Question” is being willing to chase down all kinds of crazy questions. Many of these question threads will lead to a blind alley, a sort of dead end you don't know what to do with. At which point, you simply back up, rephrase your last question, and keep going again.


Answer 1 said “it kills 99.99999 of bacteria within 30 seconds.” We could have asked “Why does it take 30 seconds to be effective?” but instead our second question was, “Why do we want to kill bacteria?” It seemed promising at first but ultimately didn't lead us anywhere. So, we backed up and tried, “Why only 99.9999 percent of bacteria?” which after a while led to “What happens to the 0.0001 percent?” which led to “How does that one single bacterium manage to survive?” which led to “Is it always the same bacterium Purell doesn't get?” Which led finally to our first possible campaign about a bacterium, we named Steve or something—turns out he was just a bully and now that his posse's gone, Steve just lives in the toilet. (Very silly, I know.)


We decided to go back and pick up that other thread, the one that started with the second question of “Why does it take 30 seconds to be effective?” We ran up and down a few blind alleys again, but we stayed with the second line of query and arrived finally at a better question: “What goes through a germ's mind in the last 30 seconds of its life?” Clearly, a question that has no answer and requires a creative leap. They turned it into a really fun campaign.


Another team was working on Orkin Pest Control. The usual first question was “Why should people call Orkin and not some other service?” Their answer was the key message: Orkin guarantees to get rid of all the bugs. After some false starts the second question became, “How can Orkin offer a guarantee?” which was answered with “Because if the bugs come back, so does Orkin.” Next question was: “But why don't the bugs come back?” Answer: “Because Orkin gets rid of the bugs you see as well as the ones you don't see.” Question: “What's wrong with the bugs we don't see?” The penultimate answer was “Because the bugs you don't see will make more bugs.” And the final better question was, “Where are cockroaches having sex in your house right now?” (The silverware drawer? The cookie jar?) And that is a campaign-able idea.


In an interview, Dan Wieden mirrored this better-question process: “A good assignment is always a question. The best brief is a well-defined question. Such a question fulfills two important criteria: you don't know the answer to it, and it comes out of the heart of the issue you're dealing with.” With Wieden's statement in mind, look again at the worksheet in Figure 8.2, but read it backwards. You'll see the progression ends on a question we don't know the answer to, but started with the key message plainly stated in the first answer “Orkin guarantees to get rid of all the bugs”—the heart of the issue we're dealing with.


And it all starts with “Why?”


In Hegarty on Advertising, BBH's John Hegarty wrote: “The most important word a creative person can use is ‘why'? The word ‘why' not only demands that we constantly challenge everything, but it also helps the creative process. It's like that wonderful thing children do, they constantly ask: Why? Why is it like that? Why do we do that? Why can't I go there? Why? Why? Why?”


This ruthless interrogation of the core issue, this jackhammering of the brief, is why I've decided my name for Monahan's process is the Toddler Socratic Method. My little rug rats drove me crazy sometimes because they never stopped asking, “Why? Why? Why?”






Try rewriting the brief's key message as a key question.


As we've noted, part of the issue here is the word message, which suggests a message will solve the client's problem. But more troubling is how we creatives often interpret this message. We see this line item on the creative brief not so much as a message, but as the actual solution to the client's business problem.


I remember I sometimes walked out of briefings thinking, “So, if I can just say this message creatively, I'll have solved the problem.” This assessment, however, assumed the solution was a message. This isn't surprising when you consider the brief hands you a message as if it were the solution. But is being handed a solution really the best way to search for a breakthrough idea?


So instead of a key message, what if we could boil all our research and thinking down to a key question? A question we then answer with our solution and the solution is the creative idea.


When you think about it, having an intriguing question to answer is much more inspiring than being handed a message to impart. A question has more spring to it, more potential energy, because it's unfinished. A key message doesn't ask anything of us creatively. It's fully cooked. But a key question is like a riddle that produces an itch and the creative soul will want to scratch it—with ideas. A well-defined question goads us, pushes us. It's like that famous statement, “A powerful question never sleeps.”4


Formulating this key question first requires us to make the main business problem “as clear and naked as possible,” in ad veteran Bob Moore's words. What exactly is the key business issue at hand? What exactly is stopping what we want to happen … from happening? How can we take everything we know—about the brand, its customers, its competition—and reduce the whole problem down to one challenging question?


Recalling GS+P's famous got milk? campaign, strategist John Steele's brief didn't have a key message like “Milk builds strong bones.” He reformulated his main research finding—milk is almost a required pairing with many foods—as a question and handed it to the creative teams: “What happens if there's no milk?”


It's at this moment, when the strategist hands the right question to the creatives, the “why?” can turn into a “what if?” The final question, which has no correct answer, puts the creative team in a place where they have no choice but to just … wonder. A state of wonder. Which is a fine way to describe creativity.






Monahan's Intergalactic Thinking.


A NASA scientist named David Murray described a technique in A More Beautiful Question he likened to “borrowing ideas from faraway places.” He noted “the most creative ideas result from ‘long-distance' connections, bringing together ideas that seem unrelated and far apart… . The most promising connective inquiries,” he said, “do not merely ask, What if we combine A and B, but What if we combine A and Z? (Or better yet, A and 26?)”5


In “Intergalactic Thinking,” Monahan calls those faraway places galaxies, and it's another marvelous ideation technique from his book I've seen students use with great success.


Think of a galaxy as everything you know about a given subject. The universe of your brain is full of galaxies: there's a sports galaxy, a music galaxy, one for cars, movies, you name it. Like real galaxies, every subject galaxy in our heads contain millions of points—kind of like stars—but here they're data points, facts we know about a particular subject.


To try Intergalactic Thinking, we start by first populating our home galaxy on a page in our notebook. If we're working on, say, Orkin Pest Control service, under our subject galaxy heading of ORKIN, we list 40 or 50 facts and data points about this brand and category. We might populate this galaxy with words such as roaches, bugs, house, guarantee, gestation, skittering, larva, infestation, crunch, and eewwww!


Then we build other galaxies based on subjects as far from bugs as we can make them. Here's how Tom describes it:




Simply think of a galaxy of thought outside your everyday realm. I usually suggest people choose a galaxy that's fairly familiar, one very unrelated to their line of work, and one with many, many data points. I love using galaxies such as “the farm,” “the ocean,” or “the circus.” I don't like galaxies with relatively few data points—like backgammon, taxidermy, or Russian musical instruments. Start by picking a few data points in the galaxy of choice. If it's the ocean, you might choose “sand,” “starfish,” “boats,” and “wind.” Then, just try to connect these seemingly unconnected concepts to the problem at hand.6





Just screwing around here as I write, I took Tom's advice and created a CIRCUS/FAIR galaxy and toggling back and forth between this new galaxy and my original ORKIN galaxy, I came up with these:




	Six-legged clowns in a freak show


	Nighttime circus tented under your bedsheet


	Roaches arriving in small clown car


	Bug jugglers


	Roach Tunnel of Love (Eeewwww.)





None of these really work, but I do like how far I am already from boring ideas like “The Orkin Man.” The trick is to force ourselves to look for ideas far outside of the well-trod areas we're familiar with.


Monahan says when we can't find a solution working in the familiar territory of a known world, we're forced to create solutions by exploring a new galaxy.






Getting to big ideas by creating hashtags.


This next process is very much like Monahan's Intergalactic Thinking with a small difference. But let's start by talking about that brilliant Coke Zero campaign discussed in Chapter 7. You remember, the one where the platform was “Coca-Cola sues Coke Zero for tasting too much like Coca-Cola.”


Okay, that was the idea. But the hashtag Crispin pulled out of the idea was #TasteInfringement.


Those two words, all by themselves, sum up the whole idea. That strange pairing made the whole platform instantly understandable. On top of that, the pairing made it searchable, which is why hashtags were originally created.* But for our purposes here, they can also help us search for ideas.


It goes like this. Instead of pulling the hashtag out of an existing idea, what if we created the hashtag first and then pulled a campaign out of the hashtag? Think of it this way. If your main idea is a book, the hashtag is kind of like the title, right? So, what if we came up with the title first and then wrote the book?


Here's where this process resembles Monahan's Intergalactic Thinking. But now, instead of choosing a distant galaxy, we'll use galaxies from subjects very close to the problem we're working on. And we can get categories for these close-by galaxies by looking at the truths of our product, its category, or the customer.


Let's say we're trying to come up with a campaign idea for Orkin again, but this time we're going at it backwards by creating a hashtag first.


We might mix things from our home galaxy ORKIN with things in the nearby galaxy of HOMES. It's nearby, obviously, because Orkin rids homes of pests. We'd fill that galaxy with as many key words as we could such as castle, welcome mats, occupants, and so on. But we could just as easily make a galaxy out of WAR or DEATH. Death seems promising and on my first try I get a pairing of “roach ghost,” and now I'm wondering what words are in a roach prayer. Or if roach religions have a St. Peter Roach at some teeny-ass Pearly Gates.


 [image: Schematic illustration shows that we don't have to create galaxies. Just scribbling two lists in a notebook is fine.]



Figure 8.3 You don't have to create galaxies like I've done here. Just scribbling two lists in a notebook is fine. After a while, you'll be able to do this in your head.






Low-hanging fruit? Probably, but my focus here is to show how this process works. Now let's look at a fully worked-out example where the team landed on a wonderful hashtag and then turned it into a campaign.


This one happened when my friends, Wes Whitener and Mitch Bennet (then at GSD&M), were tasked with creating a campaign for L.L.Bean's annual holidays sale on winterwear. Mitch and Wes didn't draw circles like you see in Figure 8.3, but on their sketch pads and in their heads, the process was exactly the same.


First, they had the L.L.Bean galaxy. As you can see, one is filled with things that come directly out of the L.L.Bean galaxy: Maine, ice, jacket, extreme cold, Gore-Tex, boots, wool, and so on.


For the other galaxy, they could have created ANTARCTICA or maybe SURVIVAL. They could have created a CLICHÉD SALES WORDS galaxy and filled it with all the things car salespeople do: savings bonanzas, balloons, clowns, blow-outs and “BLANK-a-thons.” But instead, they just noodled around with the HOLIDAYS galaxy, populating it with things like Christmas tree, stockings, lights, kinara, carolers, sleighs, elves, whatever.


Then they just let their eyes play over the two galaxies waiting for something to jump out at them. It's the randomness of this technique that can lead to such surprising pairings. As they noodled on their sketch pads, two words serendipitously collided in their heads to form “Extreme Caroling.” And that was the whole holidays winterwear sale.


Remember how we discussed brand platforms in Chapter 7? How you should be able to fit a big idea in a sticky note, and how it should start talking, revealing its possibilities? Well, this fit in a note and when it started talking, the first thing it said was a TV commercial.


The spot opens on a mountain climber waiting out a blizzard in one of those tents bolted to a cliff's sheer surface. Suddenly, two other climbers rappel down into frame (dressed snuggly in their L.L.Bean winterwear) and begin singing “Deck the Halls” to the surprised tent dweller. The blizzard rages on, the singing continues, as type appears on the screen, with names and prices of the winterwear, and it all ends with “Happy Holidays from L.L.Bean's Extreme Carolers.”


It's very Happy Holidays, very L.L.Bean, and it can be stretched into many different executions.*


Note that there's no need to do a Venn diagram as I've done here—Mitch and Wes just noodled with words on their notepad. Note also that not every campaign needs a clever two-word hashtag, but big campaign ideas often have them. Thomas Kemeny touched on this in Junior. He said coming up with a name for an idea can be as important as the idea:




It's the shorthand everyone will use both internally and externally to pitch the idea. It's the name the client will say in the lunchroom to impress their coworkers. It's also the way the press will introduce it to the world and will likely be your hashtag. One good way to come up with a name is to think of it as a one or two-word headline. Look into the brand's DNA and the experience idea itself and think of words that overlap between the two. Make the name telegraphic and clear as to what the idea is. If there's no perfect word, consider making one up, or mashing up two words.7





See for yourself. Search for these two mash-up words on YouTube: hungerithm and flybabies.
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	*   For the record, this campaign was presented and, within two minutes, the client killed it. Why? I don't remember. Welcome to advertising.









  
    




 [image: An illustration of an actual pregnancy test in a magazine ad.]



Figure 9.1 Yes, it's an actual pregnancy test in a magazine ad. With the right idea, even print can go viral.










  
    



9
VIRAL, NAUGHTY, AND RONG®: GETTING NOTICED, GETTING TALKED ABOUT.






“IN THE FUTURE, ADVERTISING WILL be like sex. Only losers will pay for it.”


Jon Bond, the founder of Kirshenbaum Bond Senecal + Partners, made this prediction way back in 2010 and he was right. Today, thanks to the internet, social media, and all the easy-to-use content creation tools found on every device, brands have returned to the oldest form of advertising of all: word-of-mouth (or, to reflect our digital era, “word-of-mouse”). The holy grail of word-of-mouse is having a brand idea “go viral.” Clients dream of having a viral hit because their message can be seen by millions of people and they don't have to spend a dime on paid media.


Paid media is just one of three terms you may hear when industry people discuss how ideas reach customers: paid media, owned media, and—every client's favorite—earned media.


Paid: This is the kind of media Jon Bond predicted that, like sex, “only losers pay for.” It includes buying everything from TV commercials to online display ads. Paid media still plays a role when we want to reach new customers or ensure immediacy and scale. Obviously, it won't go away entirely, but brands are becoming less dependent on it.


Owned: Owned media are channels that belong to the brand: websites, blogs, the company Twitter feed, Instagram, and the so on. Owned media primarily serves existing customers or people who have sought it out. The good things are it's cost-efficient, flexible, and enduring.


Earned: This is the good stuff. Earned refers to ideas that are so interesting they get a free ride in all kinds of media. People start talking about the idea in news coverage, online buzz, or sharing it on social platforms.


Keep in mind that paid, earned, and owned are all connected. Paid media can drive traffic to your owned content. And if your paid and owned content is interesting enough and relevant to what people are talking about, it's more likely to earn attention, get shared on social channels, and end up attracting the coverage of press and blogs. Ideally, you want to get good at creating all three forms of content.








Making ideas that blow up. Or, advertising as vandalism.


In an interview, industry superstar Jeff Goodby said ideas that blow up into viral hits remind him of vandalism.




I thought, that's kind of what advertising is, you know? It should feel kind of naughty and, like, it's the middle of the night, and you're doing this thing, and it's going to be unleashed on the world tomorrow. And you should look forward to that moment when it's unleashed. So, in that sense, advertising is like vandalism. It's loud, in your face, and it's still there the next day.1





As a creative director and then as an advertising professor, I see many ideas that are what I'll politely describe as “obedient.” Obedient ideas dutifully check all the boxes about what an ad should be. On strategy? Check. Targeted? Check. But in the end, obedient ideas just sorta lie there, goin', “Ahem. ’Scuse me? I'm an ad. Could you please, uh, … look at me?”


“Great advertising should be like outlaws who gallop into town and splash mud all over decent tax-paying citizens.” That's the lesson I got from my first creative director, Tom McElligott, and I pass it along here.


 




“If you can’t write something startling, don’t write anything at all.”


—Dan Wieden








Being an outlaw means going into places most creatives (and almost all clients) are too usually timid to explore. Jeff Goodby went on to suggest you develop “a constant state of readiness to do something provocative or kind of naughty. If you explore the things most people are too afraid to explore, you're going to find insights and ideas that could be both novel and transformative. Don't be boring. Be dangerous. Run toward the fire.”2


Be dangerous. Be provocative, naughty, or controversial. Make mischief.


It's worth pointing out these qualities are admirable whether you're shooting for viral or not. Creatives at Ikea's Swedish agency Åkestam Holst created the “pee” ad for Ikea you see in Figure 9.1 and there was no request on the brief to “go viral.” They simply pushed their thinking to the edge.


The lesson here is, anything can blow up and become viral, including a print ad.


One last thing. When someone asks you to come up with a viral video, politely point out, “Nobody makes viral videos.” It is customers who make things viral, not us. Viral is not a strategy. It is a result of you first coming up with a mind-roastingly great idea.






[image: ]



THE ART OF BEING RONG.




Start by questioning everything.


In Chapter 8, we suggested breakthrough ideas can come from questioning the brief, questioning the strategy. But we can also question our creative and our choices of media.


Do you really need to stick a logo in the lower right-hand corner? Does it really need to be an ad? Can it be a five-second TV spot? Can it be an interactive display in Times Square? In Red Square? Can you turn a building into a QR code? Can your TV campaign be a soap opera? Or an opera opera? Can you make it a video game? An alternate reality game?


And finally, question the accepted executional norms of your product category. If your product is wedding dresses, who's to say you can't write the headline in Scrabble® tiles? If your product is insurance, try designing it like a poster for a rock concert. Encircle the logo for your bank client with hot dogs. I'm not saying doing this stuff will make your idea great. But you ought to at least search as far outside the boundaries of common sense as possible.


The client doesn't necessarily want you to make an ad. What they want is for you to make something so interesting people lean in to see what it is and then start talking about it and sharing it.


But, before we go down the rabbit hole of Rong, let's agree we're not being different just for the sake of being different. Yes, we should zig when everyone is zagging, but we must have a reason to zig, one beyond just the desire to be different. Bill Bernbach said it best:




Be provocative. But be sure your provocativeness stems from your product. You are not right if in your ad you stand a man on his head just to get attention. You are right if [it's done to] show how your product keeps things from falling out of his pockets. Merely to let your imagination run riot, to dream unrelated dreams, to indulge in graphic acrobatics is not being creative. The creative person has harnessed his imagination. He has disciplined it so that every thought, every idea, every word he puts down, every line he draws … makes more vivid, more believable, more persuasive the … product advantage.3









Rong means going 180˚ against common sense.


“The reverse side also has a reverse side.”


I like this old Japanese proverb. I like the feeling it suggests of tumbling down the rabbit hole into a Wonderland where all things—and their opposites—are equally valid.


Steve Dunn, a fabulous art director from London, put it this way: “One thing I recommend is at some point you should turn everything on its head. Logos usually go lower right, so put them top left. Product shots are usually small, make them big. Instead of headlines being more prominent than the body copy, do the opposite. It's perverse, but I'm constantly surprised how many times it works.”4


Winsor and Bogusky hit on the same thing in Baked In. They encourage people to figure out how to do something “perfectly wrong.” I, too, recommend it highly. In fact, I like calling this kind of idea Rong. When something is perfectly wrong, dude, it's Rong.


The key here is the word perfectly. To design something wrong is easy. A little wrong is no good, and a lot wrong is even worse—whereas Rong? Rong can be right. As Windsor and Bogusky noted, the key is that the idea must be in direct opposition to all prevailing wisdom. Kind of like what Orson Welles said when he was planning production of Citizen Kane: “Let's do everything they told us never to do.”


One of the latest greatest examples of Rong I can think of is “The Moldy Whopper”—the Cannes Lion–winning Burger King campaign from Anselmo Ramos's agency, David (Figure 9.2). The creatives went 180˚ against the accepted practices of food advertising by filming the rot that sets into a Whopper over 35 days and signing off with the line “The beauty of no artificial preservatives.”


It's likely the authors had seen some of the many YouTube clips featuring McDonald's aging Big Macs. One, from KUTV in Utah was headlined, “Utah man unveils 20-year-old McDonald's hamburger.” (The damn thing looked the same as it did in 2001.)


 [image: Photographs of the right way to sell hamburgers versus the Rong way.]



Figure 9.2 The right way to sell hamburgers versus the Rong way. Under the rotting Whopper, the copy reads “The beauty of no artificial preservatives.”






You don't have to like this idea as much as I do. Extraordinary advertising is often polarizing. But BK's message of no artificial preservatives was talked about worldwide while McDonald's clown, well, Ronald rarely came up. Bottom line: answer the brief, but not in a way you're supposed to.


 




“Nothing worked. So, then I thought I’d try the wrong shape. And it worked.”


—James Dyson, billionaire












“Will people talk about this idea?”


“If you're about to spend advertising dollars on a campaign and you can't imagine anybody's going to write about it or talk about it,” said Crispin's Alex Bogusky, “you might want to rethink it.” So, right before you sign off on an idea, ask yourself, “Will people talk about this idea?”


Asking such a question raises the bar by forcing you to think bigger than just “doing an ad.” Anyone can do an ad, but to do something so cool it quickly spreads around the world? That is remarkable. Interestingly, something is “remarkable,” says Seth Godin, when people make remarks about it. Which means if you want people to make a remark such as “Wow, they really did this??” you have to really do it. Which often means disobeying common sense.


Okay, here's another example, from IKEA.


IKEA asked their agency BBH to come up with an interesting way to tell the world they were about to release their latest catalog. The creative team could have just done an ad that read, “Look for redecorating ideas in our new catalog.” Instead, they roasted everybody's mind by finding and hiring two-time world memory champion Yanjaa Wintersoul to memorize the entire 328-page catalog (Figure 9.3).


They filmed the entire process of testing Yanjaa to see if she'd in fact memorized the whole thing. That video alone was probably enough to make awareness of the catalog go viral. But to quell any doubters, they followed up with a Facebook Live event and invited people to come put the Human Catalog to the test. People talked about this idea so much the free media coverage went worldwide.


I encourage you to use the QR code and see this idea. As you watch this fascinating video, you may suddenly realize you're avidly watching page after page of a stinking catalog, a catalog made riveting by being at the center of a remarkable idea.


 [image: Photograph of Yanjaa Wintersoul needed just a week to completely memorize all 328 pages of the IKEA catalogue. Every single thing.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 9.3 Yanjaa Wintersoul needed just a week to completely memorize all 328 pages of the IKEA catalogue. Every single thing. Later on, she proved it on Facebook Live.






Here's another example, this time from a student. The assignment was to come up with an idea for Kikkoman's Soy Sauce cool enough to be shared. The stated goal of their creative brief was “Kikkoman's can make any dish taste better.”


Okay, so any dish? Makes anything taste better? While they worked, they discovered a news clip on YouTube about an Atlanta man who was eating a car. They put two and two together and came up with a video idea titled, “Area Man Eats Car, Improves Flavor With Kikkoman's Soy Sauce.” Would this go viral? It might. It might not. But it has a better chance of getting talked about than an ad with “exciting new recipes for vegetarian rice noodle casserole.”


Will people talk about your idea?


That's the first question to ask. But there's another way to tell if an idea has breakthrough potential.






“Are you sure they'll even let us do this idea?”


Clients aren't the only ones who kill great ideas. We creatives do it all the time. How many times have you had an idea you thought was really cool and then said to yourself, “There's no way the client is going to buy this.” And then you killed it yourself, even before your partner saw it, let alone the creative director, much less your client.


So, here's the advice. If you ever find yourself wondering, “Will they even let me do this?” … you should definitely do it. Sit down and figure out how to execute the idea and how you'll sell it up the line.


We ask this will-they-even-let-us question because we sense the idea could get a huge reaction. But then, just thinking about the idea evokes the voices of all its enemies which then swarm around it like antiviruses. Famed immunologist Sir Peter Medawar said, “The human mind treats a new idea the same way the body treats a strange protein; it rejects it.” But rejecting ideas is the client's job, not yours.


The fact you even thought to ask such a question means your idea is outrageous, or oversized, or too much, or will upset or offend the status quo somewhere. The forces you sense aligning against an idea may well be a measure of how much commotion and talk will happen if you pull it off.


So, be dangerous. Be provocative, naughty, or controversial. If the idea requires it, practice questionable taste. Break a rule. Do something you're not supposed to do.


The indomitable Mark Fenske seems to agree and suggests great work and great creative people share those descriptors. “The words used to describe great work—disruptive, unexpected, eccentric, subversive, bold, funny, emotional, frank, unusual—these are the same words folks use to describe people they want to fire, or who get kicked off teams, or detained at airports.”5 Which sounds a lot like vandals and outlaws.


Bottom line: sneak up on sacred cows and tip them over.






What is the “press release” of your idea?


Around the turn of the century, Crispin Porter + Bogusky is credited for creating a brilliant creative process they called “Idea-as-press-release.”


The story has it that Bogusky was growing tired hearing so many creative teams pitch their ideas with, “Okay, so in our opening commercial, we see …” Alex realized the press is never going to send out the news trucks to “get the scoop” on some TV commercial. “The press covers news. And that's exactly what we're trying to make for our clients.”


From a CP+B memo, I quote, “We ask what idea will make the client famous? It's a great way to think bigger than just a TV spot or a website because it will force the idea to be about something bigger than 30 seconds of random theater.”6 After the memo went out, creatives knew they had to boil down campaign ideas into a short press release. To write such a release, you must picture what the story in the newspaper will be after you implement your idea.


Here's an example, again from the Crispin memo: the headline on the press release was, “To prove The Whopper is America's favorite burger, Burger King removes it from the menu.” And the supporting copy added: “Hidden cameras capture the results as shocked and enraged patrons demand their favorite burger.” Look for the case study of “Whopper Freakout” on YouTube.


The subsequent commercials aired for a short time, sales went through the roof, and #WhopperFreakout went on to have a long life online, viewed by millions. As you study other award-winning case histories online, take a note of how many of the videos begin with clips of the resulting television news coverage.


So, ask yourself, “Is my idea cool enough that the press would write a story about it?” And I don't mean a story in ADWEEK. I'm talkin' about the News at 6. If your idea has heft, if it's truly amazing, you should be able to describe it as news and in the form of a press release.


A tall order, I know, but it gets easier when you quit trying to come up with “advertising ideas” and work instead on coming up with ideas worth advertising.*


(Highlight that last one. It's a biggie.)






What makes an idea contagious?


We share an idea for two reasons: because we think it makes us look good to share cool stuff or because we think the person we're sharing it with might find it interesting or useful. Strategist Mike Arauz observed: “We tell our friends about your brand not because we like your brand, but because we like our friends.”


In his popular book, Contagious, Jonah Berger studied why things go viral, and he reduced his findings to six ingredients. Three are summarized here with examples.


Provide social currency. When you give people something that can make them feel kinda smart or in the know by sharing it, they're more likely to pass it on. So be novel, interesting, or offbeat. Like the odd, but true, story of asteroid 2018VP1 and the construction of the Global Oreo Vault in the permafrost of Svalbard, Norway (Figure 9.4). Just down the way from the Global Seed Vault, this fortress assured the world that Oreo cookies were safe from the apocalypse. It made the news all around the world.


Practical value. People want to be helpful to others and they like sharing things of practical value. Parents can use help getting their newborns to sleep and many use the free ambient-noise playlists on Spotify. But unless they purchased a premium account, their infants were all likely awakened by loud commercials. Working with ReThink in Canada, IKEA bought out all of Spotify's commercial blocks at times when babies were likely to be napping, and then used the airtime to quietly talk to any nearby adults about their pillows and mattresses.


 [image: Photograph of Global Oreo Vault in the permafrost of Svalbard, Norway.]



Figure 9.4 It really exists. They even give the coordinates.






Connect to a trigger. Figure out a way to make your brand relevant to some hot trending topic, something everyone's thinking and talking about—like Ogilvy did for AeroMexico (Figure 9.5). During the dark years of Trump's vilification of immigrants, foreigners, and “sh•thole countries,” AeroMexico and 23andMe launched their “DNA Discounts”—the more Mexican you were, the more of a discount you got. The story took off.


Quoted in Life After the 30-Second Spot, Chuck Porter of Crispin Porter + Bogusky stated his own opinion on viral.




[S]o far, the only two ways I can see to get people to even pay attention to you in the interactive world are to offer information or entertainment. And if you really have dreams of viral, entertainment will always win. Imagine two sites. One has really useful information on caring for delicate fabrics. The other has the funniest joke you've heard since high school. Which one are you going to send to all your friends? … People are very tuned into the fact that whatever you forward says something about you. And hardly anyone would ever send a salesman over to a friend's house.7









Try doing something Rong with the medium.


In addition to coming up with Rong ideas, you can also be Rong when you deploy your ideas—by using a medium “incorrectly.” For example, why not write a 25-word outdoor board? What if you embedded a radio spot in your transit poster? What if you used a huge outdoor board to do the work of a classified ad? What if you mailed your posters and posted your direct mail?


 [image: Photograph of Airline discounts rarely make the news.]



Figure 9.5 Airline discounts rarely make the news. This one did.






Rich Silverstein of GS+P said, “When Jeff [Goodby] talks about the vandalistic spirit that shapes his perspective on advertising, part of what he's saying is that disruption and chaos are exciting.”8


Rong works. It disrupts things.






Try changing the product or make a new one.


It's not likely you'll ever get a job request saying, “Change the product,” but this is what smart agencies are doing more and more. They do it either to create a product difference worth advertising or to find a new way to bring the brand promise to life, to create a “proof point” that the brand really is what it says it is.


Crispin did it for Burger King when they invented “Chicken Fries.” (Sold in a cup that fit in a car's drink holder, customers could “have it their way.”) And for their client Heinz Ketchup, ReThink came up with a packaging idea that solved once and for all the classic question, what's the best way to get Heinz Ketchup out of the bottle (Figure 9.6)? By repositioning the label on their limited-edition Perfect Pour bottle, consumers could see the ideal angle for getting the famously slow-moving condiment out of the bottle a bit faster.


 [image: Photograph shows turning out the ideal angle isn't 45˚.]



Figure 9.6 Turns out the ideal angle isn't 45˚. A Heinz spokesperson said, “It's somewhere in there between 35˚ and 45˚.”






Heinz and their agency do everything they can to spot weld the brand name to an adjective: Heinz = Slow. Consider what you can do to change a product and bring the brand promise to life.






Advice on working way out past the edge.


Picasso probably learned to draw a realistic head before he began putting both eyes on the same side of the nose.


Getting the eyes in the right place has been the subject of the first chapters of this book. Once you learn how, it's time to go further out. So, take everything I've said so far and just chuck it. Every rule, every guideline, just give ’em the old heave-ho.


As you get better and better at this stuff, there'll come a day when you start making things you're not quite sure how to evaluate. You won't really know because you'll have no frame of reference. Doyle Dane art director Helmut Krone had this to say on the subject:




If people tell you, “That's up to your usual great standard,” then you know you haven't done it. “New” is when you've never seen before what you've just put on a piece of paper. You haven't seen it before and nobody else in the world has ever seen it… . It’s not related to anything you've seen before in your life. And it's very hard to judge the value of it. You distrust it, and everybody distrusts it. And very often, it's somebody else who has to tell you the thing has merit, because you have no frame of reference.9





There's going to come a point in your job when the compasses don't work. When you're so far out there that up ceases to be up, west isn't west, and “Hey, great idea” is replaced with “What the hell is this?” Perhaps this is how the lay of the land looked when the creatives at Chiat/Day were trying to decide if they liked their ad for Skittles (Figure 9.7). Or when a team at the Martin Agency was wondering what the hell they'd just made for Mentos gum.


What rules, what advice in this book could possibly have led creative teams to come up with these? None that I can think of. There's no bridge across some chasms. Only leaps of imagination can make it across. We're not talking about small increments of experimental thinking anymore, or reformulations or permutations, but entire new languages. New ways of looking at things.


Once you've learned to draw a realistic head, this creative outland is where you to need to go. So, my final “rule” is this: once you've learned the rules, throw them out.


 [image: Photographs of Copy in the Mentos ad on the right reads: “MALFUNCTION JUNCTION: She took two steps into the limelight and her dress gave way. LOOK, WE HAVE GUM!”]



Figure 9.7 Copy in the Mentos ad on the right reads: “MALFUNCTION JUNCTION: She took two steps into the limelight and her dress gave way. LOOK, WE HAVE GUM!”






But remember, even out in deep space, there's one rule you're obliged to obey. You must be relevant. You're never going to get so far out there that you can dare not to be relevant to your audience. No matter how creative you think an idea is, if it has no meaning to your audience, you don't have an ad. You may have art, but you don't have an idea.
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“LOVE, HONOR, AND OBEY YOUR HUNCHES.”






–Leo Burnett


Bill Bernbach said, “Execution becomes content in a work of genius.”10


It is never more true than out here, where concepts can sometimes be all execution without the traditional sales message. To have such an execution succeed, you're going to need to know your customers better than the competition. You're going to need to know what they like, how they think, and how they move through their world. If your idea reflects these inner realities, you'll succeed, because your viewer's going to get a feeling “this company knows me.”


Here's a fantastic example of how keen awareness of the customer, an intuition, and incredible execution came together to make a commercial that is riveting, memorable, and unlike anything I've ever seen before.


I won't say yet who it's for. I will say it's in black and white and follows a beautiful woman walking through a city's streets. But shots of her confident walk are strangely intercut with bleak images of dead roses, of a little girl and her ice cream cone plopped on the sidewalk and—most disturbingly—several cuts of a flaming piano falling from a high building. All while a grizzled male voice-over, who sounds like Brian Cranston, tells a grim tale.




They say your life is in your hands.


They lie.


Life isn't some trained pet that will jump and roll at your fancies.


Au contraire, my friend.


What it is, is a flu, on the first day of your vacation.


Nature's call, when you're getting a manicure.


Or three more red lights when you're already late.


And you?


You are but a mere puppet dancing to the tunes of life's orchestra.


But there is one thing that's going for you.


The CentrePoint Sale.


Because when life throws you a piano, well,


the only thing you can do


is look good.





At the very last moment, right when the voice-over says “is look good,” the flaming piano is coming into the frame directly over the smiling, beautifully dressed woman and … cut to black (Figure 9.8).


When you watch this commercial, created by Impact BBDO in Dubai, you'll see what Bill Bernbach meant when he said, “Execution can become content in a work of genius.” He believed how we say something can sometimes be more important than what we say.


Mark Fenske told me, “You cannot logic your way to an audience's heart.” People are not rational. We like to think we are, but we're not. If you look unflinchingly at your own behavior, you may agree few of the things you do, you do for purely rational reasons. Consumers, being people like you, are no different. Few purchases are made for purely logical reasons. Most people buy things for emotional reasons and then, after the fact, figure out a logical explanation for their purchase decision.


 [image: Photograph of a beautifully dressed woman appears to be under a falling, flaming piano.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 9.8 A beautifully dressed woman appears to be under a falling, flaming piano. Words don't do this spot justice. Use the QR code and watch this masterpiece. Like, right now.






So, that's the other big piece of advice here: trust your intuitions; trust your feelings. As you try to figure out what would sell your product to somebody else, consider what would make you buy it. Dig inside. If you have to, write the damn key message after you come up with the idea. Forget about the stinkin' focus groups and explore the feelings you have about the brand.


If an idea based on these feelings makes sense to you, it'll probably make sense to others. So, sort out the feelings you have about the brand and then articulate them in the most memorable way you can. Someone once told me, “The things about yourself you fear are the most personal are also the most universal.”




[image: ]



BUILD A SMALL, COZY FIRE WITH THE RULE BOOKS. START WITH THIS ONE.


It's been said there are no new ideas, only rearrangements. Picasso himself said, “All art is theft.” Historian Will Durant wrote, “Nothing is new except arrangement.”


I've used this sentiment to defend ideas I've come up with, concepts that were good and sound, but weren't breathtakingly new ideas. Looking back, I think I was wrong. Instead, I think it's better to believe there really are whole new ways of communicating, ways nobody's discovered yet. I urge you to look for them.


In 1759, Dr. Samuel Johnson wrote, “The trade of advertising is now so near to perfection it is not easy to propose any improvement.”11 That was written in 1759, folks, probably with a quill pen. I don't want to make the same mistake with this book. So, I repeat: learn the rules in this book. Then break them. Break them all. Find something new. It's out there.
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Figure 10.1 “Hey, the ’90s called. They want their print ads back.”










  
    



10
ADVERTISING 2.0: MOVING FROM ANALOG INTO DIGITAL.






STAND ON ANY STREET CORNER AND watch people. I'll wager 80 percent of them will have their nose an inch from their smartphone. Everything is digital now.


This shift has changed everything for agencies and brands. Author Seth Godin describes it as a “a shift in scarcity and abundance.” Media space and storage capacity, once scarce and expensive, have been made nearly infinite by the internet. Consequently, our capacity for sustained attention threatens to disappear entirely. In Engage, Brian Solis nearly writes its obituary: “[I]f you subscribe to the theory of attention economics, we're indeed living in an era of information overload that is pushing us to the edge of attention bankruptcy.”1 


As creatives, we still have the same problem. We're still paid to help good brands survive and grow, but the rules are different now. As different as today's landscape is, there are smart ways for you to think creatively on behalf of brands in the digital/interactive space. And it's not by trying to retrofit lessons we've learned so far in traditional media. In The Idea Writers, Teressa Iezzi, wrote:




This isn't Bill Bernbach's media landscape anymore. That gives you, the copywriter, an incredible opportunity to push brand narrative to interactive, dynamic places it's never been before, to actually create something that generates its own audience, but it also means that many of the rules of the past—while exceedingly worthy of study—are insufficient alone to guide the modern copywriter.2 





As you begin your study of digital branding and storytelling, try not to worry about becoming an expert. Because you never will—nobody will. The techscape changes too much and too fast. What you can do is to keep your head in what they call a “permanent beta mentality.” In digital and interactive media, even the experts are just tryin' different stuff. If something works, they double down on it and if it doesn't work, they move on to something else.
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WHERE ADVERTISING IS GOING.


As we begin to talk about what advertising has evolved into, it'll pay to leave old marketing think behind.


Brands once talked at customers, for example, but today we talk with them. Doing so can actually help our brands get into places where advertisers used to have to barge in uninvited. And if we play our cards right, people may actually like what we bring, instead of hating it. Figure 10.2 is a snapshot of how the advent of digital has created a profound shift in the practice of advertising.


 [image: An illustration of paradigm shift.]



Figure 10.2 If you've heard the term “paradigm shift,” this is what one looks like.








It's less about messaging and more about content.


Way back in 2000, in a book titled The Cluetrain Manifesto, the authors wrote, “There is no market for messages.”3  It was the simple but groundbreaking notion that nobody ever wakes up going, “Man, I could really use an ad right about now.” And when digital made pretty much everything freely available, people bailed on the platforms that were packed with and paid for by interruptive advertising.


The question then became, how do brands connect with people when customers have control over the content they watch? The answer, if a little obvious in retrospect, was simply to have better content than everyone else. Content that's more fascinating or more useful.


Today, content we create on behalf of clients is called branded content. With branded content, we're creating interesting stuff that's cool in its own right and has a reason to exist beyond just the embedded brand messaging.


This doesn't mean messaging is less important. No matter what we make, it'll have to report to some commercial purpose, but having such an agenda doesn't rule out being riveting. Today, branded content takes almost any form: fail videos, mobile apps, blogs, video games, downloadable books, digital services—almost anything really—and we'll dive deeper into the subject in Chapter 12.






It's less about what brands say and more about what they do.


It's to the point now where marketers can't really make anything happen by employing messaging alone, no matter how entertaining or authentic. A brand isn't so much what it says but what it does.


Here's an example of a brand doing something.


Car makers have had trouble convincing the car-buying public to go electric. They've run a whole bunch of commercials extolling the virtues of their electric vehicles, but the barriers to widespread adoption continue to be range anxiety (how far will this thing go?) and the availability of charging stations.


To address this, French automaker Renault (and the Paris office of Publicis) didn't make an ad. Instead, they found a tiny French village, Appy, far from cities and grocery stores—one where driving was a necessity and going electric seemed, to residents, impossible. As a spokesperson for Renault said, “If the inhabitants of one of the country's most isolated towns can adopt an electric way of life, it'll prove everyone can.”


They gave everyone in Appy their own Zoe EVs and filmed what happened, for a full three years, and you can see what transpired by watching “The Electric Village” on YouTube. The 13-minute movie has no special effects or car chases and, frankly, if you're not in the market for an EV, it may feel to you a bit like a travel channel show. But if you're on the bubble about going electric, it is riveting. As the movie makes it clear, life's still going on just as smoothly in Appy. The only difference now is that Appy is the world's first all-electric-vehicle city.


To be clear, advertisers will still place commercials and ads as part of their marketing ecosystem, but they're starting to lean toward doing things, things more action-based, or reality-based, or experiential.


These demonstrations can be more than just branded content. Edward Boches says, as the industry goes forward, things like “applications, utility, and platforms will trump messages as our agency's most important creative output.”4  Because in the end, it's clear no matter how many messages a brand puts out there, it cannot become x by saying “Hey, we're x.” They must actually be x.


The bottom line: brand actions speak louder than words. Brand experiences speak louder than ads. Walk beats talk.






It's less about messaging and more about experiences.


Messages are things brands tell people; experiences are what they give. Great experiential ideas can bring to vivid life a brand's promise while giving people something they can interact with, rather than just watch or read. They can be street demonstrations, installations, even museums. Online ideas can also be experiential. We'll talk more about this kind of advertising in Chapter 13.






It's less about trying to make people want stuff and more about making stuff people want.


Most of my students' parents think they're at school learning some secret method of hypnotizing unsuspecting citizens into buying things they don't need. But because many people get their media fixes from platforms free of commercial interruption, it's almost the opposite. What's getting attention out there are the fascinating things brands are doing. People hear about this stuff and seek it out.


Lay's potato chips, as an example, made something millions of soccer fans wanted. As part of the brand's ongoing UEFA Champions League campaign, they unveiled an app called “Messi Messages” (Figure 10.3).
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Figure 10.3 Soccer fans don't want a commercial message from Lay's. But they wouldn't mind getting a FaceTime message from a soccer star.






The app lets you send anyone a personal message from Argentinian soccer star, Lionel Messi. Employing deepfake tech stuff like facial mapping and lip-synching, Messi would greet your friends by name and tell them to tune into the next big game—because you (mentioned by name) put him up to it. Users could also download this convincing video and share it. No, it doesn't sound like a Lay's commercial, but the UEFA sponsorship gave them plenty of other opportunities to sell snacks. This bit of creative technology was just a gift to fans.


I'll end here with a rule of thumb I've stolen from R/GA and adapted. Ask yourself, “Am I making something useful, entertaining, or amazing?” Those three words cover a lot of ground. Could people use it? Would someone share it? Would the press cover it?


Paste the words COVER USE SHARE above your computer. You'll be a better creative.






It's less about keeping up with a marketing schedule and more about keeping up with culture.


Today's best creative people constantly have their ears to the ground listening to what the world is talking about. Whether they overhear something on the news or see what's trending online, they all have a developed ear for the tides of conversation in culture.


They learn to ride these cultural currents and use them, doing what the Miami Ad School calls “pop culture engineering.” (Or as Bogusky describes it, “mixing just the right cultural cocktail.”) By joining an ongoing conversation with the right idea, it can greatly increase a brand's visibility and relevance.


In Game 5 of the 2019 World Series, a home run harmlessly bounced off the chest of a fan named Jeff Adams (soon to be known nationwide as “The Beer Guy”). The ball bounced off his chest because, as endless replays showed, he didn't want to drop the two cans of Bud Light he was holding (Figure 10.4).


With just 48 hours before the next World Series game, Bud Light's agency, Weiden + Kennedy, had to move fast. They created hundreds of “Always Save the Beers” t-shirts. And then Adams, identified through Twitter, was flown to the final game in DC where he handed fans the t-shirts and the brand’s almost $8 million of free media coverage.






It's less about talking at customers and more about talking with them.


Brands and agencies have figured out talking with communities is more effective than talking at consumers.


Brands try to focus their broadcast messaging with targeted television buys. But the millions who see a national TV commercial for Pampers don't have as much in common, with the brand or each other, as the communities of mothers out there. So, like many brands, they've shifted budgets online where they directly engage communities of mothers who are hungry to hear and give advice about diapers and childcare.


 [image: Photographs of Bud Light scores a home run.]



Figure 10.4 Bud Light scores a home run.






So, if we offer something of value for customers beyond messaging, they'll actually look at it or read it or use it. And then they'll share it. This word-of-mouse advertising may help create online communities around our offerings. And community is a fantastic way for a brand to forge a relationship with customers. We'll cover this more in Chapter 12.






The new ideas don't just fill media spaces. They create them, even hijack them.


Although the traditional brands can squabble over who gets to buy the last 30 seconds of airtime left on the local news, savvy brands realize there are more media buys out there than just the usual suspects.


For instance, most people see Zoom as a place they go for boring meetings. But for Pedigree dog food, BBDO New York saw a great place to connect dog lovers and dogs. Partnering with nine different dog shelters, they used the video conferencing platform to host 28 “Dogs on Zoom” (Figure 10.5). Millions tuned in and the idea attracted thousands of inquiries from customers wanting to adopt the dogs.






The new ideas are shareable and participatory.


The web gave birth to, among other things, YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram. These three platforms alone created billions of editors and directors. And emerging digital technologies allowed all of them to begin to talk back to brands, to lampoon them or call out injustices as large as institutional racism and as small as rude cashiers.


 [image: Photograph shows why buy a medium when you can highjack one.]



Figure 10.5 Why buy a medium when you can highjack one?






Early online adapters loved being able to download stuff, but we've evolved toward being an uploading culture—we upload content, opinion, reviews, you name it. This two-way street has proven more than once how the fate of brands can be in the hands of customers. (Search YouTube for “United Airlines broke my guitar.”)


BBH's John Hegarty suggests that steering brands down this two-way street requires “inventiveness, daring, and creativity—all the attributes large companies are [usually] bad at deploying. And, if anything, those corporations are finding it difficult to deal with a medium where you have to let go and learn not to be in control.”5 


Fortunately, when brands don't try to clinch the reins too tightly, marvelous things can happen, such as when Kentucky Fried Chicken let a franchisee vie for a coveted Michelin Star rating—yes, the famous award from the elite guide to fine dining. Sam Edelman's store was KFC's most remote location, way out in Alice Springs, Australia, a town of about 24,000 in the Northern Territory. Edleman started by creating a Facebook group, “KFC deserves a Michelin Star,” and fans everywhere shared his story (Figure 10.6, left). By the end of “Michelin: Impossible,” Sam flew to Paris to make his pitch to the international director of the Michelin Guide. (He cited the guide's own language: “The criteria for two stars are ‘excellent cooking worth a detour or exceptional cuisine worth a special journey.'”6 )


Most brands wouldn't risk letting a story like this out without knowing it has a happy ending. But it all happened in real time and it was the uncertainty, as well as the star's loveable underdog status, that spread this story first around the web and then into the global news.


 [image: Photographs of two examples of digital ideas: On the left, the owner of a KFC in Australia vies for a coveted Michelin star. And right, Burger King's brilliant pyro-app, “Burn That Ad.”]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 10.6 Two examples of digital ideas: On the left, the owner of a KFC in Australia vies for a coveted Michelin star. And right, Burger King's brilliant pyro-app, “Burn That Ad.”






“Shareable and participatory” also perfectly describe the Burger King app, “Burn That Ad,” created by Anselmo Ramos's team at David. When you downloaded the app and pointed your smartphone at any competitor's ad, augmented reality technology in the camera function made the ad appear to burst into flames (Figure 10.6, right). When the flames burned away, up popped a digital coupon for a free flame-grilled Whopper. Rafael Donato, creative VP of the agency said, “With ‘Burn That Ad,' we hacked the competition by leveraging our [product difference], which is fire.”7 


In the previous edition of this book, coauthor Edward Boches made an important point about the tendency to describe all creative work online as “digital.” He noted there are two very different kinds of digital work online.


First, there's work that is digital. These are the ideas made from code or technology, which can include everything from sensors to apps to augmented reality. Building this kind of work usually calls for the skills of digital developers and creative technologists.


But Boches says there's also work that “gets” digital, meaning the concept reflects an understanding of how ideas today get discovered, accessed, shared, and spread in an uber-connected world. The web has made all of advertising—regardless of medium—liquid and linked, and so ideas don't have to be digital in order to succeed online.


The “KFC deserves a Michelin Star” didn't require a developer or coder. But it's inherently as digital an idea as “Burn That Ad” because it was created with an understanding of the kind of content that spreads rapidly.






The new ideas combine art, copy, and technology.


Traditional creatives tend to be storytellers. Art directors and writers are very good at distilling a brand to a single, memorable narrative. Systems thinkers, however, are versed in building and connecting platforms and technologies to bring stories to life in complex, multi-platform ways. Agencies now employ such thinkers, and the position is often titled creative technologist.


“Storytelling is about simplifying, while systems thinking is about possibilities,” says Nick Law, once of R/GA and now at Apple. He reminds brands and agencies to bring both storytelling and systems thinking to the table. “When all you have is simple storytelling, you get lucid thinking but no innovation. And when all you have are systems thinkers, you get interesting and multiple tactics, but they don't ladder up to a simple brand idea.”


For years, the simple brand idea powering Heinz ketchup has been “the richer the ketchup, the slower it pours.” So, creatives at ReThink (Heinz's agency in Canada) connected slow-moving ketchup with slow-moving traffic, and then built ads to appear on the traffic app Waze (Figure 10.7).


Daniel Gotlib, associate director of brand building and innovation at Kraft Heinz Canada, said, “Surprisingly, many people don't know that Heinz pours out of our glass bottle at 0.045 kilometers per hour.”8  (I love that “surprisingly” part.) The creative techs and digital developers designed it so that if your car's speed went below 0.045kph—as slow as Heinz—the Waze app gave you a digital coupon you could redeem at Burger King for an Impossible Whopper topped with, ta-dah, Heinz ketchup.


We'll talk more about systems thinking and creative technology in Chapter 13.






Almost everything in advertising is changing. That includes the creative briefs.


As we discussed in Chapter 3, the starting point of everything we do is strategy. Out of the brand strategy comes the creative brief, the blueprint that gives us details on a campaign's objectives, its audience, and what needs to be achieved.


 [image: Photograph of using digital technology to sell a slow ketchup in slow traffic.]



Figure 10.7 Using digital technology to sell a slow ketchup in slow traffic.






For years, the standard advertising briefs were designed to reduce a target audience to a single motivating insight and produce a single message platform. “What's the one thing we need to say?” I said as much myself in Chapter 3, simplifying strategic thinking to “What do we have, that customers want, and the competition isn't giving them?”


There's nothing wrong with this either … if we're dead set on making a message-based campaign. But it's possible such a message-centric brief could become an impediment to creating great work, especially when we may not always be creating paid advertising messages.


So, what would happen if we were to toss out the standard advertising brief and craft one that doesn't ask for an advertising answer, one that doesn't ask for a message? What if we focused simply on solving a business problem and not an advertising problem? What is the key question we haven't answered? And what if we added a field titled “deliverables,” just to make it clear we're not necessarily looking for an ad? Or we embraced customers instead of targeted them? Included them rather than interrupted them? Listened more than talked? Ideally, a new, improved brief might ask and answer some or all of these questions.*


Modern briefs often push for actual change in behavior, not just a change in attitude. (Many clients still try to put a metric on attitudinal changes with stupid focus group questions such as, “Did this storyboard showing an illustrated commercial change your ‘intent-to-purchase' score?” Trust me, focus group rooms can be real cringe-a-thons.)


The change in behavior a brief might ask for could simply be that a customer buys the product, but it could also be some intermediate behavior, like sharing something, joining in an experience, or creating some interesting content.


These basic principles about creating content and experiences, about building communities, inviting participation, and making things people can use—this is where the renaissance of creativity is happening in the industry today. Traditional media like television and outdoor are still very much a part of the branding ecosystem, but a lot of us think the really fun stuff is happening out here, on the digital edge.






Everything is media.


It's not likely you're going to get a job order that asks you to attract customers to the big sale on Saturday with an app, a gaming tie-in, a digital billboard, some augmented reality, virtual reality, and an interactive kiosk to put out in front of the store.


You may just need an ad.


Then again, you may not. This sitting-down-to-solve-a-problem thing is simply more complex than it once was. But this is where advertising is going.


Chris Kyle, VP of Global Brand Communications at adidas summed it up clearly: “Simply put, we don't need an advertising-focused agency anymore. We need a marketing agency that can think strategically and creatively and deliver ideas that work across all channels. That's a much bigger challenge than making an ad campaign.”9 
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 [image: Photograph of most advertising makes people want to get up to use the bathroom. “The Hire” made people want to log onto bmwfilms.com.]



Figure 11.1 Most advertising makes people want to get up to use the bathroom. “The Hire” made people want to log onto bmwfilms.com.










  
    



11
MAKE THE IDEA BIGGER, NOT THE LOGO: OR, WHY BRANDED CONTENT IS MORE INTERESTING THAN ADVERTISING.






IN MY OFFICE AT FALLON, THE FUTURE of all advertising was changed with one brilliant idea. No wait, not my office, it happened in the office just down the hall from mine, actually. That's where the creative team working on BMW entirely changed the course of advertising history. (Honest mistake. They were just two doors down from my office.) In that office, the BMW team came up with an idea that disrupted everything everybody knew about advertising.


Before that time, the accepted wisdom was this: if a brand's annual media spend for advertising was x, then its agency could spend no more than 20 percent of x to produce all the advertising—every single ad, billboard, commercial, photo shoot, all of it had to be covered in that 20 percent.


But Fallon's pitch was the opposite.


“Okay, you know all those TV commercials we usually make? And all the print ads we publish? And all those media schedules we normally spend months planning? Yeeeeaah, we're gonna go ahead and throw all that out and take the year's entire budget and give it to some Hollywood peeps. To make eight movies. C'mon! Whaddaya say?”


The concept was called The Hire, a series of short movies starring Clive Owen as a driver-for-hire, all directed by A-list Hollywood directors (listed in Figure 11.1) and all available for free on the web. The first one to air, Ambush, was directed by John Frankenheimer and it was so not a commercial. There was no voice-over prattling on about the engine's horsepower. It was just Clive Owen, driving a BMW 740i like a bad-ass all over some city as he tried to save an old man in the back seat from a van full of bad guys.


In The Art of Branded Content, Marcelo Pascoa described it this way:




What [they] bravely proposed was nothing short of a complete inversion of this so-called principle [of limiting production budgets to 20 percent of the media spend]. Its approach was to invest most of its marketing budget into production, believing that the quality of the content would lead consumers to the campaign without the usual massive media effort to reach them. The brand put its money where its mouth was and changed the relationship between entertainment and advertising forever.1





For the first time, an advertising campaign wasn't being proposed as an interruption but as a destination—bmwfilms.com. So many people went to this destination the server crashed more than once. Today, The Hire is rightfully crowned as the first massive success in what we now call branded content.


Another early example of branded content, one which people paid to see, was The Lego Movie. I thought it was a funny movie while The Guardian's film critic had a more guarded response: “It wasn't a great film, but it's a brilliant commercial.” Andrew Essex in The End of Advertising, put it nicely:




For advertising to survive it must add value to people's lives. Advertising will have no choice but to compete as primary content, not secondary intrusion. It will become the thing, not the thing that sells the thing… . [And about The Lego Movie, he added] For the first time in a long time, the thing that normally sold the thing had become the thing itself. Just a good movie, about a brand, brought to you by that brand. It was primary, not secondary.2





Branded content can be a feature film, but it can also be a free movie online, a concert, a Q&A chat room, a blog, an app, a downloadable video game, or just a stupid free ringtone. It can be almost anything if it has entertainment value or is something a customer might find useful.


Today all brands, big and small, have to be in the content business. Many brands and agencies have added content studios to their capabilities and this has created new opportunities for copywriters and art directors to be content creators. Best of all, it frees visual storytelling from the restraints of the 10-, 15-, and 30-second blocks of time broadcast networks sell. Long-form content opens up vast opportunities.


So where do we start? As always, with the customer.








Know your customers and what matters to them.


You've probably seen this diagram before (Figure 11.2). If you haven't, it's called a “purchase funnel.” (Creepy name, I know.) For years it's been the go-to visualization for how people moved from no brand awareness to consideration and finally to purchase. But not anymore.


Advertising used to work primarily from the top of the funnel generating awareness until a brand had a happy customer, even a brand ambassador. Along the way, in-store salespeople, point-of-purchase, and, of course, recommendations from friends would also inform customers (during CONSIDERATION) and help close the deal. If everything aligned just right, reinforcing both emotional and rational purchase criteria, someone might ultimately buy your car or widget or whatever you were selling.


The problem with the purchase funnel today is the average buying process is no longer this linear. Paid advertising isn't necessarily the first thing a customer sees anymore. The side view of the funnel leads you to assume it's a smooth slide down from top to bottom.


But if we could somehow look over the top of the funnel and see all the forces in play, we might see something more like an M. C. Escher labyrinth. Up is down, down is up, and there are entries and exits all over the place. Today, customers can find their way right into the middle of the funnel's purchase process via search, a blog article, a link on Twitter, or a pin on Pinterest. There are many pathways for customers to bump into a brand.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the old version of the purchase funnel.]



Figure 11.2 The old version of the purchase funnel. Today, the path from awareness to purchase is neither smooth nor linear.






Online spending has gone nuclear because every brand, even the big ones, can afford only so much for paid media. But in the ether of digital, the only real costs are production budgets, and so a brand really can be online everywhere their customers are.


This requires agencies to engineer a brand's presence across the entire web. Engineering this presence, as digital expert Andy Blood says in the next chapter, means building a “content ecosystem.” It's his way of describing a campaign's architecture online. To build such an ecosystem, we create different content for each medium with an understanding of what a brand's customers are doing there.


So, we study the people in those communities. What are they doing, what are they interested in, and how can our brand improve their lives? In some ways, this isn't much different from what we do with paid advertising. We need a clear sense of the people we're trying to have a conversation with.


In a previous edition, author Edward Boches offered a smart checklist to help frame your thinking as you approach creating branded content.




	BRAND/PRODUCT: What is it, what does it do?


	ITS TRUTH: What is the single truest thing you can say about your product or brand? Be completely and totally honest.


	FEATURES: What distinguishes it, defines it, makes it special?


	BENEFITS: What are the benefits of those features?


	ONE WORD: If you had to convey your brand in a single word, what would it be?


	BELIEFS: Does this brand have a bigger purpose or reason for being? How does it share beliefs or values with its communities?


	COMMUNITY/USERS: Is there an existing community that's a source of content and creative ideas?


	USER INTERESTS: What is happening right now—in the news, in entertainment, on the internet, in real life—that the brand's community is paying attention to or cares about? How can it be leveraged?


	STORIES: What are the brand's stories—real or created for inspiration—that can be told? Consider the brand's history and what customers have said about it.


	MEDIA: Where do your target customers spend their time? What particular platforms? How will the platforms' technologies affect what you create?


	INFLUENCERS: Who are the influencers? Can you collaborate with them? Use them as media channels?


	UTILITY: What could you make or do for those communities?





As you can see, Boches's list starts off sounding like a creative brief for advertising in traditional media. But with the addition of digital, it's as if we've moved from playing regular chess to a 3D version of the game. We still must tell our brand's story, but the dynamics of how we do it here are targeted more tightly to specific audiences and are more fluid and connected.


 




“In other centuries, human beings wanted to be saved, or improved, or freed, or educated. In our century, they want to be entertained.”


—Novelist Michael Crichton
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THE HARD PART: COME UP WITH SOMETHING THAT WORKS FROM BOTH AN ENTERTAINMENT AND A MARKETING PERSPECTIVE.


In The Art of Branded Content, Pelle Sjoenelle wrote, “Finding the intersection between your story and your brand is the ultimate goal of branded entertainment.”3


It's like we're back to our Venn diagram and we have to hit a different sweet spot. This is tougher than it sounds because it's hard enough coming up with an interesting story, but now your story must align with a brand's mission. This is a delicate balance because if you focus too much on the narrative, viewers may dig your idea, but not get any brand messaging.


Sjoenelle agrees we must focus first on creating great entertainment, but we also have to make sure “the entertained audience does not leave without somehow knowing the brand was involved in the joy.”4


I have a more prosaic way of describing this. Consider the problem of giving a dog a pill. Dogs hate pills, right? What most of us do is wrap the pill in some bit of meat or perhaps a doggie treat. Well, it's kinda the same thing with brand messages, because people hate brand messages. So, we have to wrap the brand right in the middle of something yummy. The two have to be one.*


Your cool idea cannot just be a “brought to you by the makers of” thing. It has to come from, be inspired by, and carry the brand DNA itself. It must also be relevant to the target audience. PJ Pereira says, “If you make it impossible to talk about the idea without the brand, yet make it interesting enough to generate some buzz, you have something special on your hands.”5 His observation almost perfectly describes an extraordinary branded-content campaign from CHE Proximity for Virgin Australia Airlines.


In a spoof that felt like a series of episodes from “The Office,” the campaign pretended an intern working in the airline's frequent-flyer-rewards division, Velocity, had made a mistake announcing the big new “Million Point Giveaway.” In an email sent to half of Australia, it was mistakenly called the “Billion Point Giveaway.” (You know, just a small typo, really.)


Hours later, the airline sent another email (Figure 11.3, left) headlined, “1 Billion Points, what were we thinking?” But the copy below it promised, “After speaking with our lawyers, we've decided to honor the mistake and commit to giving away all of the 1 billion points.” Then the real campaign began.


The agency created 40 different videos documenting the trauma happening inside a TV version of the airline's rewards department (Figure 11.3, right). Said creative director, Ant White, “Our biggest creative opportunity these days is to find ideas that allow us to create content to stay watchable for [a] long period… . We wanted to make this work feel like we were covering a ‘live event,' rather than creating a couple of films that lose relevance over time.”6


Over the month the campaign ran, the name of the giveaway changed from “The Billion Point (That Was Supposed to be the Million Point) Giveaway” to “The Billion Point (Deny It Happened. What Billion Points?) Giveaway” and even “The Billion Point (Now Hiring New Interns) Giveaway.” People shared the videos online and ultimately it was the most successful rewards campaign in the airline's history, returning $6 for every $1 the brand invested in it. What makes it even more brilliant was the strategic issue that led to the whole idea: research had shown not enough Australians trusted Virgin's rewards program.


 [image: Photographs of the agency decided not do an “advertising idea” for Virgin's frequent flyer program. Instead, they came up with “an idea worth advertising.” A brilliant mockumentary about an intern's mistake.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 11.3 The agency decided not do an “advertising idea” for Virgin's frequent flyer program. Instead, they came up with “an idea worth advertising.” A brilliant mockumentary about an intern's mistake.






After this, they did.




Think like a publisher.


The explosion of digital channels has created so many places to post content, our challenge becomes how do we regularly crank out things that entertain, help, or amaze people?


Part of the answer is having a plan. Most agencies or brands map out their editorial calendars, so they know what they'll be doing every quarter, month, or week.


If it's a big brand, it's likely they'll be publishing two kinds of content: one kind's called stock, the other flow.* Stock content is bigger and lasts longer. One good example is the “Billion Point Giveaway” mentioned previously. Stock content is worth investing in and taking the time to make great because it can last for months, if not years, on a client's website or YouTube channel. Unlike campaigns in paid media, which air for a time and disappear, a branded content campaign can be “always on.”


Stock is a brand's assets and flow is more like income. Stock is always there but flow: it comes and goes. The value of flow is how it's renewable, flexible, and responsive. Flow content appears daily in the feeds of a brand's social channels and maintains their presence with customers in between periods of paid advertising. For example, the “Chicken Pot Pie–Based Meditation System” campaign KFC ran on Instagram was stock content (Figure 11.4, left). As an example of flow, they had a short partnership with crochet artist and put up some goofy KFC things you could crochet, and the patterns were included (Figure 11.4, right).


One way agencies create flow is factoring it into the editorial calendar and making it as needed. Another is to take cues from conversations currently going on in the social sphere and then weigh in with content. A third way is to curate and share useful information and links—to make the brand a resource to customers. That means learning to consume content as well as produce it.


 [image: Snapshots of KFC stock content: “The Pot Pie–Based Meditation System” campaign, left. KFC flow content: KFC crocheting posts, right.]



Figure 11.4 KFC stock content: “The Pot Pie–Based Meditation System” campaign, left. KFC flow content: KFC crocheting posts, right.






“To create content in real time you have to consume content in real time,” argues Noah Brier, cofounder of Percolate. “Brands don't do that naturally, so they need to learn how.” Brier believes the better a brand becomes at consuming content, the sooner it can align with its customers' interests and find ways to stay culturally relevant with its own content. Some brands produce a lot of content, and to keep up creatives must get used to coming up with and executing ideas quickly.


As with any commercial creativity, there's a discipline here, and as you sit down to create branded content, you must have an objective. Why are you making it? For whom? Consider, too, what purpose it will serve. Can you come up with something that's part of a larger, more important conversation? Can its purpose be to help make the world better, have an opinion, or support a cause?


Brands should, in fact, have opinions, and many do, but most clients avoid this because they think taking a side on anything might lose a customer. (Remind you of politicians?) Fortunately, 70 percent of Millennials and iGen say they lean toward brands that support causes,7 and according to Sprout Social, people are overwhelmingly open to brands participating in social and political conversations. “Not only do they want to hear from brands, they expect brands to converse in intelligent and impactful ways.”8 (We'll revisit corporate responsibility and connected capitalism in Chapter 17.)


 




“Think like a marketer, behave like an entertainer and move like a tech start-up.”


—PJ Pereira, Creative Chair, Pereira & O'Dell9












Done beats perfection. Lean toward action.


“Moving like a tech start-up” is a key part of Pereira's maxim, because everything's constantly changing. Things catch fire quickly—news, themes, memes—they're seen everywhere and then poof, they disappear with equal speed.


So, it's smart to lean toward action and embrace a real-time approach to content generation. Learn to target keywords and trends in your social monitoring and in the news. Develop the ability to respond fast to market changes by speeding up the approval process, both internally and with clients. Measure engagement and effectiveness, reframe any failures as learning experiences, and then move on.


Digital expert Tim Cawley says creatives in his company don't put all their bets on one idea and hope they're right. “I say in meetings all the time, ‘I want to give you more chances to be right. Let's make 10 things, and if one message works best, [that's what we go with].”
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TELL STORIES WITH DATA.


Every brand you work on will have tons of data and often buried within are cool stories worth telling. Data, even when presented as a static infographic, can be interesting. Many firms specialize in data mining to discover interesting patterns inside large sets of data—whether it's likes on Facebook or purchase behavior on a brand's site.


If you're fortunate enough to work on a brand that's inherently data-driven—Spotify, The Weather Channel, Airbnb—you'll have lots of material to work with: data about what's most popular, what's most frequent, what's trending. But you can also access deep stores of publicly available data all over the web. There's census data, real estate data, flight info, average salaries, even divorce rates. I read somewhere the state of the US economy could feasibly be monitored with satellite images showing how many cars there are in Walmart parking lots on a given day.


As a very small example of leveraging data, I remember doing an online promotion for a cruise line (back when the web was still steam-powered). Most cruises sail from Florida, but many passengers fly in from cities such as Chicago, which in winter, obviously, can get very cold. Using streaming data from the Weather Channel's current Chicago temperature, the discount on our little digital post went up for every degree Chicago went below freezing.


To launch the Puppo brand of dog food in New York City, BBDO Auckland used the city's dog licensing database to generate 100,729 unique ads, every one of which included the dog's name and breed. (The campaign name? “Every Dog Has Its Ad.”)*


Spotify's in-house creative team used data to tell some interesting human stories for its end-of-year outdoor campaigns. They were even able to localize the messages, generating data from a specific city to mention the strange listening behavior of (anonymous) local residents (Figure 11.5).


The best place to find case studies of the creative use of data is online at the Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity. The festival has added Creative Data as a category, inviting entries that display “innovative uses of data that allow brands to tell better stories and drive more meaningful engagement.”


 [image: An illustration of spotify used listener data for urban billboards.]



Figure 11.5 Spotify used listener data for urban billboards.








Use “do-invite-capture-share” to get customers to create branded content for you.


Edward Boches came up one of the smartest methods out there for getting people to talk about a brand. He calls it Do > Invite > Capture > Share. Here's his formula, and it's one I've seen work effectively over and over again:




	Do something really interesting, something that communicates the value of your brand.


	Conceive the idea to allow people to participate in it, and find a way to invite them to join in.


	Capture all this created content, or document the event, so it can live beyond the event online.


	Make it shareable across every relevant channel.





Coming up with the Do is the hardest part. It's hard because you can't just come up with an ad or a commercial. For one of these bad boys, you really gotta come up with something that's radioactively creative. Here's how:


Shift your thinking from coming up with an advertising idea to coming up with an idea worth advertising.*


When you adopt this mindset, you'll find you can come up with things more exciting, fun, and (dare I say) easier to advertise than just some product. You'll see why when we get into some actual examples.


Another way to get a big kick-off idea for a Do-Invite-Capture-Share is to apply Alex Bugusky's cool process—you remember: Idea-as-Press-Release from Chapter 9. For that first step, instead of thinking of an ad, come up with an idea—a thing, a product, an event—something so interesting it could be written as a press release as news worth covering.


When you have an idea so cool it warrants news coverage, we might say it also qualifies as being what's called brand activation. Think of a brand activation as a highly creative, highly public jolt to a brand's visibility. It can be used to introduce new products but works equally well in energizing brands to keep them visible and relevant. It's not something a brand says but something it does.


What differentiates an activation from plain old marketing is it usually includes some form of audience participation. Which brings us to step 2, where we INVITE customers to participate. Depending on what our activating DO is, this participation can take many forms. Online, maybe we're asking customers to tweet us new flavors for our brand of chips. Or to post their own shirt designs to our fashion brand's Instagram. We give customers a blank canvas to paint, a podium to rant from, or a game to play—anything that lets people imprint themselves into the clay of the brand in ways that are so beautiful or interesting that when they're done, they want to show it off to friends. What they share is called user-generated content.


The last two steps are mostly process focused. In step 3, you CAPTURE whatever this cool content is, and in step 4, the brand SHARES it. And, more important, fans share it.


When you have big ideas where customers can create their own shareable content, it's something close to a self-funded marketing campaign with an all-volunteer creative department. Because when you capture all that content, it can go on to become a draw in and of itself, beyond your original kick-off idea, and if the online buzz and conversation amplify it, your idea can reach millions of people within a few weeks—all at a minimal cost.


Here's a recent example of this process from ReThink in Canada for their client, Heinz ketchup.


 [image: Photographs of customer-generated content was the centerpiece of this Heinz campaign, used in both outdoor and in a limited-edition packaging run. It's a textbook example of Boches's smart Do-Invite-Capture-Share process.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 11.6 Customer-generated content was the centerpiece of this Heinz campaign, used in both outdoor and in a limited-edition packaging run. It's a textbook example of Boches's smart Do-Invite-Capture-Share process.






The kick-off happened behind the scenes with an experiment. They anonymously asked a large number of people, in five different continents, to “draw ketchup.” They didn't say they were representing Heinz or any other brand. But because Heinz is so popular, they knew what would happen. Most people naturally drew bright red bottles labeled Heinz and many of them even nailed the brand's unique label.


On the left in Figure 11.6, you can see how they used the content in out-of-home. And because they'd filmed the experiment on camera, ReThink released a fun video on YouTube and used several cutdowns of the video for commercials on paid TV.


To add to the talk value, Heinz took their favorite fan drawings and used them on a limited release run of their packaging (Figure 11.6, right). Then they kept the buzz going by inviting the public to submit drawings for a chance to win a new custom bottle featuring their labels.*


ReThink was having a winning year at Cannes when I interviewed their chief creative officer, Aaron Starkman, about Heinz. We then turned to a project they'd just completed for Scott's Turf Builder.


To demonstrate how well their product worked, Scott's applied Turf Builder to a lawn in a public park. After the turf had time to get healthy and green, they set up an installation called the “Scott's Grass Green Screen.” As you can see in Figure 11.7, park visitors were happy to lie on the grass and have their picture taken, after which they could choose from a variety of different backgrounds. During the week the campaign ran, sales went up 42 percent.


It's important to note whenever we invite customers to devote any amount of time or effort, we must come through with some type of payoff. For Scott's, customers received a fun picture to post on their social feeds. Whatever we offer, it should be commensurate with what we've asked of customers, and it can be anything from product samples to digital coupons. Sometimes the payoff can be a memorable WTF experience, as the next example will show.


 




“Content is eating the world. Content marketing is the only marketing left.”


—Seth Godin
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CREATE BRAND EXPERIENCES.


When we create intriguing advertising and tell interesting stories, we invite people to lean in. But with experiential marketing, we can help them fall in.


 [image: Photographs of the “Scott's Grass Green Screen” demonstrated their product while giving customers something fun to post.]



Figure 11.7 The “Scott's Grass Green Screen” demonstrated their product while giving customers something fun to post.






With experiential marketing we create one-on-one interactions between brands and customers, giving people something to encounter or interact with. Cool experiential ideas can connect brands to people in unexpected and memorable ways. Louis Falco of Cadillac says, “In experiential, we talk about surprise and delight.”10


Experiential falls into two general categories: experiences staged out in the real world (the street, a concert, a mall) or as something to take place online.


FCB&FiRe created a great example of online “surprise and delight” for the launch of PlayStation 5. What started off as an unboxing video on a Twitch streamer's channel quickly turned into a horror movie. As popular streamer Ibai Llanos opened the new PS5, his apartment appeared to be attacked first by unseen demons and then by a maniac with a flame-thrower. It all happened while streaming live in front of 200,000 gamers (Figure 11.8). Directed by Spanish film director Jaume Balagueró, the video accumulated more than 3.3 million views within the first 24 hours.


Physical brand experiences in the real world (or, more colorfully, “in meat space”) can be equally involving and memorable. They can take the form of an installation, a pop-up store, or just an app.


To build anticipation for the third season of Stranger Things, AKQA in Sao Paulo created an app that allowed fans to get sneak previews. But they could see them only by using an old television-reception trick Brazilians remember from the ’80s—putting steel wool on those old rabbit-ear antennae.


 [image: Photographs of online branded content: What started as just a plain old unboxing video of a new game turned into a live horror movie and an WTF experience for 200,000 gamers.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 11.8 Online branded content: What started as just a plain old unboxing video of a new game turned into a live horror movie and a WTF experience for 200,000 gamers.






When fans first opened the app, their screens showed only static noise, like vintage television. But when they put steel wool (or any metallic object) close to the phone, crystal-clear video of advance clips began to play. (The magnetometer inside the phone, reading the wool's magnetic field, is what did the trick.)


People filmed their experiences of goin' all OMG with the app and, by sharing their reactions online, turned it back into content (Figure 11.9). As with many experiential events, if the experience is interesting enough, once captured it can live again online or be turned into commercials for use on TV.


Okay, one last example of experiential marketing. A French chain of optical stores, Droit de Regard, and their agency BETC made fun of the shady advertising practices of competitors with an on-the-street eye test. No eye charts were needed, only the fine print at the bottom of their competitors' ads (Figure 11.10). Volunteers could easily read the ad's big “Buy a pair get a pair FREE” headline. But even with the help of the optician's testing equipment, nobody could read the conditions buried in the fine print. The takeaway? Droit de Regard's up-front pricing is clear, simple, and trustworthy.


 [image: Photographs of experiential marketing stunts can often be converted into branded content.]



Figure 11.9 Experiential marketing stunts can often be converted into branded content.






 [image: Photographs of French optician Droit de Regard asked passersby to look at a competitor's outdoor ad and try to read the fine print.]



Figure 11.10 To show its competitive pricing, French optician Droit de Regard asked passersby to look at a competitor's outdoor ad and try to read the fine print. (Note arrow.)






As you continue to study other innovative digital and branded content ideas, it should become clear our creative toolbox is no longer limited to words and pictures. We may still make ads, but we're no longer “ad writers.” As Teressa Iezzi wrote in her book by the same title, we're idea writers now. We're not in the business of just making ads. We place brands into culture.
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	*   No, I don't equate customers with dogs. Dogs are better. Please register your complaints at biteme.com.


	*   The terms stock and flow date from about 2011 and are no longer in wide use in discussions about online content. But they're still a useful way to think about content scheduling.


	*   The issue of personalization and privacy is beyond the scope of this book. I just work here.


	*   This famous observation is credited to the brilliant strategist Gareth Kay.


	*   Great work requires great clients, and clearly Heinz is one of them. In fact, their client, Nina Patel, head of brand build and innovation at Kraft Heinz, talks like an agency creative director. In an interview, she said her team “evaluates ideas bearing five things in mind: is it authentic and ownable to the brand? Will the press write about it? Does it have inherent tension and a point of view on the world? Does it offer something consumers can authentically engage in?” (Strategy, Spring 2021 issue).
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Figure 12.1 Memes as DVDs, courtesy of TBWA/RAAD, Dubai.*










  
    



12
CONCEPTING FOR THE HIVE MIND: CREATING BUZZ WITH SOCIAL MARKETING.






SOCIAL MEDIA IS OUR GLOBAL VIRTUAL COFFEE SHOP and, like any coffee shop, there's a new one opening every eight minutes. Among the top platforms out there (as of this writing) are Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Twitter, Snapchat, Pinterest, LinkedIn, Reddit, Spotify, and YouTube.


We all know someone who looks down their nose at social media, and lord knows, there are things about it that truly suck. But if you want a job in advertising, you must become as close to an expert in this field as you can. Every brand in the world, large and small, is shifting much of its media budget online and into social.


As you sit down to a project, someone in the meeting is gonna ask, “What should our social campaign be?” But “Why are we doing a social campaign?” should be the first question we ask. What do we want to achieve? Do we want feedback? Awareness, word-of-mouth, sales? If the stated objective is “sales,” that's fine, but only if we remember social platforms are social gatherings first.


I liken Facebook to a backyard neighborhood barbecue, LinkedIn is work buddies at the bar, and Twitter, that's a big noisy cocktail party crowded with celebrities, news media, and digital friends. TikTok and Instagram can both be seen as stages where people perform for their tribes. Each one of these platforms has its own language, customs, and protocols.


For this short chapter, I've had to limit what I can cover. Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok will get most of the attention. But great examples of social marketing on all the other platforms can be found online at The One Show, D&AD, Cannes, and lovetheworkmore.com. In fact, most competitions devote entire categories just to social media.


There are also great places to go for online training in these platforms. As of this writing, they are Facebook Blueprint, LinkedIn Learning, Twitter Flight School, and the Google Skillshop. Of particular interest for ad geeks is Google's Analytics Academy. If you want to flex some serious T-shaped action, understanding website traffic and customer journeys is more than just résumé fodder. It increases your value as an employee.
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MASTERING GOOD SOCIAL MEDIA PRACTICES.




The prime directive: Be interesting, entertaining, or useful.


Let these words be true north on your social media compass. You need to stop viewers in their tracks, the same way you do it in other media.


In social, some refer to great content as “thumb-stopping” creative because, obviously, the first job is to make scrolling thumbs stop on our brand and not the competition. But as ad veteran and digital expert Andy Blood reminds us, “Your competitive set isn't other advertisers, it's all the content people care about.” Which is basically every cool thing online. “With that in mind,” Andy continues, “you must grab attention by whatever means are most appropriate: being interesting, useful, captivating, different, and distinctive.”






Knowing who your customer is one thing. Understanding communities is another.


Social platforms are communities, not crowds.


Thomas Knoll, community architect at Zappos, spelled out this difference at Austin's SXSW Interactive. Crowds don't have a purpose, he said, but communities do. Crowds show up to get stuff; communities like giving. Where crowds want benefits, people in communities want to belong. Where crowds are powered by inspiration, communities are powered by influence. And, finally, crowds are sustained by service, where communities are sustained by story.


All of which suggests you shouldn't just barge in with some concept, campaign, or tech, however cool it may be. Start with the brand's relationship with that community. In Robin Landa's Nimble, Mark Avnet, a professor of creative tech at VCU Brand Center, suggested, “Always start with people. What do they need? What are they trying to do in their lives? Then look to the brand. What does it have to offer that might help people do whatever it is they're trying to do? Does it have the cultural authority to offer something to that particular audience?”1


Once we understand what a community's members are talking about, what they value, we then work backwards from there toward an idea.






Start by listening.


Social media people call this listening “monitoring social mentions.”


To understand the communities we'd like to be part of, we do the same things anthropologists do in their work. We immerse ourselves in the culture: by listening, by learning the language, both visual and verbal. What do they care about? What are they sharing? As strategist Gareth Kay said, “Be interested in what people are interested in. Compete for their attention on their terms, not yours.”


It's also useful to study the catch phrases and the images that keep popping up. These popular images and phrases are memes. Originally a biological term ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ I prefer Wikipedia's definition: “a unit for carrying cultural ideas, symbols or practices.”


Memes have become a “cultural nexus” for an entire generation, according to Hulu's Generation Stream study.2 “What makes Gen Z's memes special,” writes copywriter Jillian Apatow, “is they communicate complicated, uncomfortable feelings in a lighthearted fashion. Memes can use the levity of humor to discuss weighty issues like mental health, racial equality, and environmental concerns… . They serve as both a form of social currency as well as a short-hand language rich in bizarrely specific insights.”3


It's clear, memes can have more substance than just a cat playing the piano, so make their study part of your social listening. One of the more popular ways to organize your social listening (as well as content scheduling) is Hootsuite, a useful social media management platform.






Map out a conversation strategy.


Planning how your brand's going to engage with customers helps you define what the content is going to be. But your plan can't come out of the blue. It has come from who your brand is: its DNA, from the brand's purpose, why it's here on the planet. These themes will guide the discussions you have and are based on your answer to that question, “Why are we on this social platform?” To get feedback? To create awareness?


The first step in a conversation is starting one. That means having something to say and this is the part many brands get wrong, because “Sale ends Saturday” is not having something to say. Beginning a conversation can start small, say with a casual hand-off of some interesting or useful content, unrelated to your brand but relevant to the community.


Starting small can mean posting a discount or a coupon code. That's what coupons are for—trial—and that's what early conversations between strangers are anyway. (“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”) But ultimately, to keep the conversation going, we'll need to show up with useful or entertaining content on a regular basis. As you start to bring the brand into the conversation, it's best to lead with its social mission, its purpose, and not a sales pitch. A brand should project a point of view about the world, not just about itself.


Social media strategists also suggest sprinkling content pillars into a conversation. Think of a content pillar as a subset of the main things the brand has to say, like a chapter in the brand book. Each pillar can be composed of different kinds of content, whether it's social posts, blog updates, videos—whatever is interesting and useful.


The agency or brand social media manager will also likely provide a content schedule. Regarding what kinds of content to schedule, many abide by Edward Boches's rule of thirds. Make one-third of your content interesting stuff from outside sources that your community might find useful. Make one-third of the content a celebration of the community's ongoing posts and conversations. And make one-third about your brand.






Post stuff that helps boost a follower's “social currency.”


In Hoopla, his book about Crispin Porter + Bogusky, Warren Berger said social currency is the coolness factor we accrue by sharing great stuff online. “All those selected cultural fragments [we share] become the material people use to produce their own personalized version of who they are—their unique ‘me.'”4


Posts that have value as social currency usually have some kind of WOW factor, something that makes a person go, “Cool, thanks for showing that to me.”


In Contagious, Jonah Berger says one way we can increase a user's social currency is to make them feel like an insider. “If people get something not everyone else has, it makes them feel special, unique, high status,” he says. “And because of that, they'll not only like a product or service more, [they'll] tell others about it … because telling others makes them look good. Having insider knowledge is social currency.”5






Clearly establish what the user/viewer is getting out of the interaction. What is the payoff?


In some of the interactive engagements we create, we ask consumers to devote some bit of time or effort, whether it's uploading a photo or just typing something. In return, we have to come through with something for them, a payoff—something beautiful, entertaining or useful. “This payoff,” says CP+B's Scott Prindle, “needs to be equal to or greater in value than the time the user has contributed. If it's not, we see very low usage rates.”


It's almost as if we need to start looking at our advertising the way we look at products: What is the benefit of this post? What's the payoff and why would someone feel compelled to share it with others?


 




“As marketers, we should be changing the mantra from ‘always be closing' to ‘always be helping.'”


—Jonathan Lister, LinkedIn












Speak to the community's influencers.


Influencer marketing used to mean hiring some C-list celebrity to shill a brand on television. Today, it refers exclusively to a type of social media marketing that employs endorsements and product mentions from key community influencers.


According to Jenn Chen on SproutSocial.com, these are people “who have a dedicated social following and are viewed as experts within their niche. Influencer marketing works because of the high amount of trust social influencers have built up with their following, and recommendations from them serve as a form of social proof to a brand's potential customers.”6


This kind of social marketing isn't necessary in low-consideration purchases, but you've likely seen it in categories like beauty and make-up. Identifying the key influencers in a community takes social listening and sometimes a lot of research, but there are people inside agencies and brands to help you with this.






Connect people to one another.


“We greatly overvalue connecting people to brands and information, and undervalue connecting people to each other,” wrote Clay Shirky in Cognitive Surplus.


Shirky's observation seems dead-on, considering how often we go online to seek help and advice from our social tribes. We scour Pinterest for decorating suggestions and get tips from friends on Facebook. Sometimes we even rely on a stranger's review to make a serious purchase decision. So, as you sit down to concept on any social assignment, keep in mind this basic human need to connect with one another.


A good example here is one we've already discussed: Lay's potato chips brought soccer fans together by the tens of thousands with “Messi Messages” (see Figure 10.3).






Experiment constantly and build on what works.


As cool as some social advertising is, none of it's gonna end up in a museum. Of all the media we tell stories in, digital content is the most disposable.


Because there's no formula for success on social platforms, the trick is to come up with a whole bunch of different approaches and then measure what works. We experiment and stay in a constant “beta mentality.” By creating lots of stuff and building change and renewal into our conversation strategy, we help keep a brand on its audience's radar.


So, we post all different kinds of content, as if we're lighting a 100 little fires, just to see what catches. Edward Boches's term for this is the “Velcro approach.” Velcro works by creating thousands of small individual attachments that together create a bond, which is how we should market digitally—with a broad range of small engaging interactions that together help build a bond between the customer and the brand.


We do this because there's no guarantee what worked last month will work this month. So, we experiment and play. Using analytics, we find out what's most effective by employing a test-and-learn mindset. Andy Blood's advice: test, learn, iterate, scale.






Leverage the different technologies available in each social platform.


Most of the big social platforms routinely trot out new features. Why not be the first to bake one into a brand concept? Remember when “FaceSwap” was all OMG? Netflix was the first and most visible brand to play with that function. (See #Netflixswap.)


But even the legacy functions can be fun to mess around with. On Facebook, see if you can leverage the data customers put into their profiles. How could you use Facebook's tagging function? How could you use Facebook groups? What if you played with Instagram's filters or stickers? And, obviously, there are hashtags to play with, particularly on Twitter.


Remember, these platforms, at their core, are social networks. Technology dials can be fun to twist, but it's people who subscribe to the content, comment on it publicly, and interact with others. Remember: whatever you make, it must be useful, entertaining, or amazing.






Understand how to use hashtags.


You may not be all that fond of analytics, but your clients are. And anything worth posting is worth measuring.


Analytics are useful not only for you as a creator but they can also help you demonstrate to clients how better creative produces better results. Social platforms index every hashtag and because they aggregate all mentions, you end up with a simple way to track and measure the hashtags you generate.


Hashtags aren't as big a deal on Facebook as they are over on Instagram, where up to 30 are allowed. One expert suggested not making 30 a habit: “Too many hashtags can look spammy, similar to keyword stuffing in web content.” Tagging can also help reach more customers, because Instagram can also be a search engine where users look for products and advice.


TikTok's hashtag ceiling is at 33, but they also suggest keeping it to four to five hashtags. As you add more, they say you run the risk of confusing the algorithm about what your content is. If so, the post may not be categorized optimally, and you'll reach less of your intended audience.


There are a few other basic protocols, such as, don't use tags that #stringthismanywordstogether. Just #besimple. Note also, you can associate individual hashtags with specific products, themes, or conversations. Keep in mind, too, the advice from Chapter 8: the ideal hashtag is an unusual grouping of two or three words that instantly communicate the concept of the campaign.


Bottom line: even if you're not a data geek, learn to use hashtags. Start your education by studying the hashtags you see in interesting online campaigns.






Involve users and let people cocreate.


In social media, it's not just our creativity that counts. As Edward Boches said, “It's not the stories we tell, it's the stories we get others to tell for us.”


Here again, we're talking about user-generated content, which is precisely what we get when we employ Boches's smart process of Do > Invite > Capture > Share (see Chapter 11). For social media campaigns, I recommend it highly.






Be a person, not a corporate bot.


Jeffrey Zeldman, digital expert and author, said it well: “The best way to engage honestly with the marketplace … is to never use the words ‘engage,' ‘honestly' or ‘marketplace.'”


Be authentic.


When writing for social media, remember you're not standing in for the CEO; just be an entertaining, helpful brand representative. As such, you have an agenda, obviously, but if you're candid and up-front about it, people generally give you the benefit of the doubt.


The thing is, in the social spaces, brands are expected to behave in ways they can't in their regular advertising. It's great when the agency can get the client to, you know, chill dawg. It's okay to show the outtakes of a commercial that didn't go so well. Or, if they have a product that's buggy, maybe talk about how they're trying to fix it.


On Twitter, some social media managers prefer to give themselves a first name: “MaryFromHomeDepot.” You don't have to add such a moniker to every post, but it certainly belongs in the profile you make for the brand, or in disclaimers in individual posts if appropriate. Stay human.
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ADVICE FROM TWO EXPERTS.


To write this chapter, I spoke at length with two experts and they reframed my thinking about how social media works.


The first is Andrew Keller, long a creative director at Crispin Porter + Bogusky during its hottest, most radioactive years of glory. Today, Keller is VP of Creative and Experiential at Facebook. Then there's Andy Blood (who we just heard from). Andy was also in advertising for years, as Group ECD at Chiat/Day in New Zealand. By the time of our interview, he'd been a creative strategist at Facebook for five years.


I mention their credentials here partly out of gratitude, but also to point out that these two guys have the kinds of skills that every working creative should aspire to in a career. Their time in ad agencies has been augmented by what are basically PhDs in tech and systems thinking. If you can even come close to developing their skill sets in storytelling and technology, you can walk into any agency in the world and land a job in 10 minutes.


So, listen up.


In Chapter 11, we discussed the creepily named concept of the purchase funnel, a term used to describe a customer journey from awareness to purchase. Well, Andy Blood flatly declares the ol' purchase funnel dead. Today, the purchase process is basically “always on.” People everywhere are in different stages of their own purchase processes and so brands have to be everywhere customers are, all the time. This means engineering a brand's presence across all relevant social media. Andy Blood calls this process, constructing a content ecosystem. It's a way of describing a campaign's architecture.


But before we build any content, Blood says we must consider the different user behaviors on each social platform.7




“Mobile first. Behavior driven.”


Let's start with the “mobile first” part.


Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat are almost exclusively mobile-focused social media platforms. Instagram (IG) may be accessible via desktops, but very few users, if any, use IG on anything other than their mobile screens. But at Facebook, Blood told me they don't even use the word screens. His coworkers call the different hardware used to access online content “surfaces.”


Navigating by touch as we do on a mobile surface is so qualitatively different from what we do on laptops, Blood says it's better to have a mobile-first mindset from the very beginning of a project. The whole mobile experience is so different that building from the ground up is better than trying to repurpose or “optimize” assets developed for other media. “The more native your thoughts, the less optimization there needs to be,” says Blood.


Mobile-first thinking means creating ideas expressly for the mobile surface. Ideas take advantage of the native tools and services inside the device and the applications, all of which were developed to be frictionless and adapted to what people are already doing naturally. “We design according to surface,” says Andy. “Therefore, the nuances of user behavior on each particular surface become a key piece to consider when we're framing campaigns.”


Now, as we look at the second part of Andy's maxim—behavior driven—watch how it drives the architecture of campaigns.






Create a content ecosystem.


People have different kinds of behavior when using mobile devices, and Andrew Keller told me understanding this behavior should be part of how you concept for mobile and social.


At Facebook's Creative Shop, where Keller works and teams help brands and agencies develop FB- and IG-specific content, they came up with a framework for picturing a content ecosystem.


“We devised the ‘Pitch, Play, Plunge' framework for Facebook and Instagram to help brands conceive and deploy campaigns that cater to varieties of user behavior,” says Keller. It suggests brands create three kinds of content. Create assets to pitch an idea, create assets that allow people to play with the idea, and create assets that let users plunge into the idea with longer-form content. They also call the framework a “70/20/10” approach, explained here.*




	PITCH, or immediate consumption content. Seventy percent of our time bent over our phones is about speed. Whatever it is we're looking for—information, diversion—we want it now. For this area, we create short assets that grab attention and get the campaign idea across immediately. Think snackable content, three to six seconds in length. This kind of content is best on Facebook's and Instagram's FEEDS.


	PLAY, or interactive content. Twenty percent of our time on the phone we spend shopping, gaming, and screwing around with apps. Here, we focus on creating interactive content. POLLS work on both platforms, but for Facebook, think LIVE SHOPPING and MESSENGER. And on Instagram, think STORIES and SHOPS.


	PLUNGE, or immersive content. Ten percent of user time is generally spent on long-form content or experiences. Here, we create immersive assets that enable people to go in-depth into a campaign idea. This often means highlighting a brand's most captivating stories (usually the longer, more emotional ones) and, for these, we lean toward in-stream and Facebook WATCH.**





Keller says a three-part mixed-assets campaign approach works best—a combination of short duration ads, interactive ads, and longer, more immersive ads. Facebook is a data-driven company, and this framework is more than just theory. Keller said, “When we tested ideas that employed all three parts in a single campaign, it resulted in a bigger brand lift.”


For Keller, having more content in more places isn't new ground. To produce the brilliant campaigns his teams did at Crispin (like truth® and the introduction of Mini automobiles in the US) “we needed multiple assets to deliver the campaign, so it sort of triangulated the idea for audiences.”
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EXAMPLES OF GREAT SOCIAL CAMPAIGNS AND SOME GENERAL ADVICE.


To learn more about social media campaigns, I spoke with Greg Swan, Fallon's head of Creative Innovation.* Fallon has done some spectacular social marketing, most recently for Arby's. Greg gave me some remarkable lessons on how to approach social media.




	LISTEN TO THE WORLD. Swan told me his whole department has their feelers out on the web and their eyes on general media pretty much all the time. Effective social marketing requires content creators to be up-to-the-minute on cultural trends, media news, blogs, and tech advances. He said, “We try to look around the curve in the road up ahead and determine where things might be going.” Content creators have to know what the world is thinking. It's also good to see around the curve because “when a brand is first to leverage a new tech or platform, the media often picks up the story and spreads the word for us.” For instance, over his career, Swan's teams launched the first Snapchat from outer space, the first Facebook 360º Super Bowl spot, and the first tweet from the International Space Station.


	NAIL THE BRAND VOICE. “Brand voice is who you are and it determines what you do in social media.” Swan described how there's a sense of self-awareness and humor that runs through everything Arby's does. I agreed and noted how perfectly the voice is delivered in the way actor Ving Rhames says their iconic line, “We Have the Meats.” With Ving's booming old-school voice-over attitude as a guide, Arby's pretends to misunderstand the social media platforms. For example, they used Twitter's Audio Spaces function to play a song on repeat for eight hours, calling it “Arby's Radio.” Arby's Instagram polls can be a pain-in-the-ass to answer, and Arby's fans love it. The voice of a brand informs everything.


	PLAY WITH THE INTERNET. Let a sense of play inform your social media. This approach presupposes the brand has advertising in other media doing the heavy-lifting—like selling products, creating store traffic, and announcing sales. For Arby's, their television campaigns do most of that work. “This gives us the freedom,” said Swan, “to sort of lay the social campaigns on top of it all. It's an inexpensive way for us to maintain a constant presence and engagement with our customers.” Andrew Keller's advice about play is this: “Do what the internet would do to your work. Make ads and then make your own remixes. Maybe make fun of them. Turn an ad into a gif. Turn it into a meme. And think about how you can build things that allow for audience participation.”





Social marketing is indeed a perfect place to play. And the sense of play in Arby's TikTok debut was astonishing.




Arby's on TikTok.


It started when a young guy, the soon-to-be-famous John Casterline, posted a video on TikTok showing a used flatscreen TV he'd just purchased for 25 bucks. But the TV displayed only an Arby's menu and nothing else.


Fallon's social teams were listening and posted Arby's quick reply on TikTok: “We've been looking for this!”


Swan described the campaign that followed as improv. “When that kid posted about how his new TV showed only an Arby's menu, we just played along. We called it the ‘Arby's TV Cinematic Universe'” (Figure 12.2).


Casterline declined to give Arby's “their TV” back and a few days later, in the sky over his house, a plane appeared towing a huge banner: “We want our TV back.” By now, more TikTok users caught wind of this “battle” and the trend took off. Users contributed new storylines like the “discovery” of similar frozen TVs showing Arby's menus, but in other used electronics, even in the console screen of a car.


Even Casterline's local Arby's changed its sign: “We want our TV back.” This banter continued for some time and culminated in Arby's shipping Casterline a new flatscreen. When the kid finally showed off his new TV on TikTok, millions of followers saw the screen's announcement about “The $5 Missing Menu Meal.” To get this new combo at a discount, customers just had to mosey on up to the counter and say, “I have your TV.”


 [image: Photographs of On the left, Casterline's original TikTok post that started the “fight.” In the center, a TikTok user stirs the pot. Right, the kerfuffle even included messages on Arby's store sign.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 12.2 On the left, Casterline's original TikTok post that started the “fight.” In the center, a TikTok user stirs the pot. Right, the kerfuffle even included messages on Arby's store sign.






Neither the brand or agency ever talked with the Casterline directly because it would've made the whole thing “sponsored” and killed the authenticity. Swan also pointed out that a less digitally savvy company might have prematurely announced a big happy gift to the kid: “Like, ‘Yay! Free Arby's coupons!' But that would have ended it.” A good thing, too, considering that by the time it did end (and the internet always moves on), news coverage had helped deliver one billion PR impressions and Arby's grew its following on TikTok by 88 percent.






Two Instagram examples.*


Instagram's platform comes with a ton of tools that enable brands to do more than just post a product and a price.


Bacardi Rum, for example, did a hack on Instagram's Stories to create a bit of digital candy they called “Instant DJ” (Figure 12.3, left). The musical approach was perfect given the brand and its category (aka, party-juice). On screen you saw a point of view (POV) of a DJ's two-record set and you could use your thumbs on the Bacardi-branded discs to spin and scratch tunes. Bacardi followed that with another fun Insta-hack called “Instant Jams.” Both are viewable on YouTube.


 [image: Photographs of Bacardi's musical hack on Instagram's Stories, left. On right, influencer Chessie King takes cyber-bullies' “helpful” suggestions and morphs into a monster.]



Figure 12.3 Bacardi's musical hack on Instagram's Stories, left. On right, influencer Chessie King takes cyber-bullies' “helpful” suggestions and morphs into a monster.






A more recent Instagram campaign, and a favorite of the industry, is from adam&eveDDB in London. To combat online bullying, the nonprofit Cybersmile Foundation teamed with fitness and lifestyle influencer, Chessie King, to host a live Instagram story.


In her opening video, Chessie proudly posed in her underwear, saying this was her way of announcing, “I accept my body” (Figure 12.3, center). And then the team waited for the first troll to bite. They didn't have to wait long.


“She's so fatty.”


The team then quickly retouched a photo of Chessie, creepily thinning her sides, and posted the “improvement.” But Insta-haters kept weighing in: “Girls shouldn't lift weights. Her arms are way too big.” “You can't even fill out that sports bra.” “Why mustaches for brows?” The retouching went on and on, culminating in a shockingly distorted video of a Chessie-Thing waving at the camera (Figure 12.3, right). At the end of the video, type quietly appeared: “#TrollingIsUgly. Cyberbullying can cause severe physical and mental illness. For help, visit cybersmile.org.”






Two Facebook examples.


Ogilvy's office in Frankfurt was tasked with convincing Germans they don't have to fly to far-away countries to take in beautiful scenery. Not when they could travel somewhere equally beautiful on DB German railways.


Ogilvy activated the campaign in print and outdoor by showing beautiful international travel destinations side-by-side with similarly beautiful locations in Germany. The only real difference was the price it took to get there.


But when they took the campaign onto Facebook, they used data and technology to turn this simple visual idea into a real-time social-media price comparison.


Using Facebook data, they sent this same visual pairing to travel enthusiasts who'd shown interest in going to the Grand Canyon, but unlike the print and outdoor, the posts contained the exact costs of travel for each recipient (Figure 12.4).


Geotargeting pinpointed a user's actual location in Germany and the airport closest to him or her, while another algorithm looked up the destination's closest airport—in this case, Phoenix's Sky Harbor Airport. This data was then sent to a search engine that identified the cheapest flight price, all which showed up on the user's Facebook feed in real time. This whole mini-search engine was completely automated and offered a globe's worth of destinations, customized for each user.


In another Facebook campaign, Auckland agency Colenso used Facebook's friends in a campaign for mobile provider, Skinny. Given the size of the country, Colesno correctly figured “everyone knows someone who knows someone,” and created the Cannes-winning concept called “Friend-vertising.”


 [image: Photographs of this-versus-that is often a compelling advertising structure.]



Figure 12.4 This-versus-that is often a compelling advertising structure.






“We cast Skinny's customers from all over our little country and made them each the star of their own campaign,” an agency representative explained. They filmed them all in hundreds of commercials, every spot filmed in exactly the same sets and locations, with every Friend reading the same script (Figure 12.5, left):




Hi friend, and/or family member. Did you know recommendations from friends or family members are more effective than regular ads? Anyway, let's talk about Skinny and mobile. As a Kiwi brand, Skinny covers 98 percent of the places we work and/or live, and have literally heaps of happy customers like me … and them. [Camera pans to film other cast members of the campaign.] So, join me, friend-slash-family member. And get the Skinny. [Super comes up:] Join Alice on Skinny with Friend-vertising.





Colenso then shared Skinny's media budget with all the featured Friends so they could share their commercials with all their Facebook contacts. Each post also included discount codes based on the “star's” name. Meanwhile over on Instagram, every cast member got their own paid post to share (Figure 12.5, right). Skinny's campaign reached 98 percent of the country.


 [image: Photographs show Alice sent her commercial to all her friends on Facebook, left. Her Instagram friends were sent the post on the right. Campaign reached 98 percent of the population of New Zealand.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 12.5 Alice sent her commercial to all her friends on Facebook, left. Her Instagram friends were sent the post on the right. Campaign reached 98 percent of the population of New Zealand.










Some final thoughts.


There is so much more social marketing we could talk about, considering what great campaigns are also happening on Twitter, Pinterest, and YouTube. But the forest called and said it wants its paper back. So, we'll close here with some comments on why you should become a social media expert.


The main reason? Clients love social media. It costs them much less than traditional media. It enables them to customize executions for individual customers. And they can track which posts work, how well they work, and do it all in real time.


In its early years, social media was viewed as an add-on to traditional campaigns. But the examples you've just read about should demonstrate social media can be the engine that powers campaigns in traditional media. Yet, at many agencies, social is left for the juniors to handle. I can partly understand this, considering how many clients use social only to post price-item stuff, but as we've seen, it can be so much more. So, if you find yourself in a job where they let juniors handle the social, swing for the fences.


If you can create great content for social media, you'll likely always have a job. Brands can't get enough of this stuff. In fact, to keep up with the demand for enough content to maintain a steady social media presence, some brands are building in-house production studios. In fact, the toy brand Nerf recently hired the industry's first “chief TikTok officer.” There are jobs out there, people. Just sayin'.
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	7.  From Zoom interviews with Andrew Keller and Andy Blood, conducted August 2021.


	*   To promote Connect's fast wireless broadband in Lebanon, the agency created “The King of the Internet”—a pop-up store that stocked DVDs of the web's most meme-worthy moments.


	*   Keller told me that they settled on calling the framework simply “Pitch Play Plunge” because the exact amount of time users spend in each mode varies. “So it’s misleading and we shouldn’t use data that we can’t back up.” However, I am keeping the 70/20/10 percentages here as they serve as a rough baseline for the amount of time users spend in these different behaviors. If the percentages aren’t exact, blame me, not Andrew.


	** “In stream” is media nomenclature for any ad inventory that falls inside the actual content.


	*   Greg is kind of an all-around brainiac, and I recommend subscribing to his newsletter: “SWAN of the Week.” All quotations here are from an interview conducted in August 2021.


	*   We discuss two interesting uses of Instagram in other chapters: Messi Messages (Figure 10.3) and Swiggy's (Figure 13.8).
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Figure 13.1 Some will say the QR in QR codes stands for “quite retro.” But many brands are using them. This one is for some stupid book, I think.










  
    



13
EVERYTHING THAT CAN BE DIGITAL, WILL BE: CREATIVE TECHS, DEVELOPERS, AND THE MOBILE FUTURE.






THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION IS OVER. (Spoiler alert: digital won.)


Today, as a writer or art director, you'll be expected to come up with everything from ads to mobile apps, tweets to augmented reality.


Note I said, “come up with,” not code. You don't have to learn coding or take every technical course on LinkedIn Learning. Being a bad-ass art director or copywriter still qualifies you for most agency creative departments, particularly the larger ones that also employ digital developers, as well as people in UX (user experience) and UI (user interface) designers. Art directors and copywriters routinely team up with all these specialists to tackle big projects.


As a traditional art director or writer, you may not be able to sketch wireframes or build prototypes like the technical people on your team, but you'll still need a good sense of how they do it and how to work with them. If you don't know when to involve them, when to lead, and when to shut up and take their cues, you'll be less effective as both a team member and as a creative. You'll have better digital ideas if you have a good sense of how they're brought to life, if you're what's called a “T-shaped” art director or copywriter.


Generally, the term T-shaped refers to employees who have very deep skills in one area (the downstroke of the T) and also possess some proficiency in other skills (the horizontal stroke). Understanding how digital creatives think will help you become a better traditional creative and increase your value to any creative organization. That's because the chief output of more and more ad agencies isn't advertising per se, but digital experiences and mobile technologies. So, yes, it is a good idea to keep learning about any emerging technology that appeals to you, whether it's drones or wearable tech.


Wieden+Kennedy creative director Tony Davidson agrees. “I'm not even sure the future is a writer-and-art-director team anymore.” In William Spencer's Breaking In, Davidson said, “I get a sense that the kids coming through these days want to do a lot more. They want to be an animator, they want to be a director, they want to be a writer. I love the idea of a hybrid-creative person who can move between disciplines.”1


Google's Valdean Klump agrees and describes the value of a wider skill set.




What impresses me most is the ability to make things. More and more these days, young people are coming into the business able to shoot their own commercials, create websites, program games, take photos, make animations, build Facebook apps, and generally act as one-person ad agencies. This makes CDs salivate because getting ideas off the page is at least as hard as getting them on paper in the first place… . If you can make things and make them well, you will never be unemployed.2





Having been a CD, I remember wanting to recruit the most techno-geeked-out, code-slinging, wired-in web brats I could find. However, I wanted writers or art directors who knew how to take a blank sheet of paper and make something interesting and beautiful happen. But the ones who could think both conceptually and digitally? Those are the creatives I really wanted. They're the creatives of the future.




[image: ]



CREATIVE TECHS AND DIGITAL DEVELOPERS.


Way back in a 2014, Google posted a job opening for a creative technologist. They first described this position as one of “collaborating on the ideation and development of ‘never been done before' digital experiences in partnership with top brands and agencies” and “contributing to the development of cutting-edge prototypes in the field of creative technology.”3


The description still works today and appears to be interchangeable with the term experience designer. So interchangeable, in fact, that one of the nation's top schools describes their experience design program like this: “Experience Design students work on creative teams to concept, design, prototype, and build brand experiences that help people, and push the envelope of what is technologically possible.”


Tomato, tomahto. I'm going with creative techs.*


A creative tech is skilled in using all the newest media technologies in the service of branding, advertising, and marketing. This person introduces emerging technologies into the concepting process and is involved from the campaign briefing through final delivery. They use amazing programs and software—which are way beyond Adobe—like Unreal Engine, Three.js, Unity, and TouchDesigner. (There'll probably be 50 more cool programs to play with by the time this book reaches your hands.)


Creative techs help design mobile experiences but also work in spatial design, brand installations, AR/VR, wearable tech, and 3D modeling. They also know all the social platform's APIs (application protocol interfaces), which allow people to use Twitter, Facebook, and the ’Gram. (Yeah, I'm hip.)


Whether it's bringing a technical understanding of location-based platforms, designing communities, or executing Facebook applications, the creative tech helps turn campaign ideas into cool digital experiences. In addition to blue-skying concepts with the art director–copywriter team, the creative tech may build prototypes to test ideas or be a liaison to another kind of digital expert often found inside agencies—the digital developer.


A digital developer is a technical expert who designs, develops, and maintains websites and other online applications or services. If there was a continuum going from AD CONCEPTUAL to TECH DIGITAL, creative techs would be closer to the AD CONCEPTUAL side and digital developers closer to TECH DIGITAL.


Now, all those cool programs I just named, the ones creative techs use? It was developers who made those programs, out of code—with languages such as Python, Ruby/Ruby on Rails, C++, and Swift. Code is the language developers input to a computer so it understands your commands and does what you want it to. The PLAY button on the screen is simple—as all interfaces should be—but all the code inside, what makes a hunk of metal on your desk play a video, that isn't.


Some agencies outsource the dev, as it's called, and some don't. Also, there are creative techs who are capable of doing the digital development themselves. Overall, in an agency that's more digitally focused, you'll find both digital developers and creative techs in the middle of the creative department next to the writers and art directors. (In fact, someone accurately observed “most creative techs in the agency business seem to be disguised as art directors.”)


In Eliza Williams's This Is Advertising, Alex Bogusky promoted this cross-functional grouping:




[At Crispin] we've talked about a time when there will be no specialization on the creative floor, but the technology moves so fast it's difficult to keep up with it unless you specialize in it… . [So] you want the creative people sitting close to the programmers and the information architects. Because although they may not be charged with creative, they're going to have ideas and influences the creative aren't going to understand unless they're sitting adjacent to those folks… . It's a little weird to not know how to do that stuff, because the knowing really influences the execution of it.4





If you're an art director or copywriter and find yourself in such an environment, it'll pay to form partnerships with developers and creative techs. Invite them to concepting sessions and your team will get more interesting work. You'll be adding your strengths in narrative, writing, and design, and your partner's systems thinking will start to rub off on you.


It's important to note information about all these emerging technologies isn't going to walk up and introduce itself. (I can hear some boss saying, “People, these blogs aren't going to read themselves.”) You need to start devouring as much information about technology as you can. Now.




Like everything else in advertising, creative tech starts with the customer.


Marketing has become less about messaging and more about content and utility, and nowhere is this truer than in the world of creative technology.


Creative technologists help us make things on behalf of brands. They can create content, craft experiences, and make things people might find useful.


Useful can mean it helps a customer do something, or maybe it solves a problem for them. This sounds a little like we're describing a tool and although that's not a perfect analogy, it'll do for now. And if we're building tools for customers, the question becomes, what are the tools for? This question leads us to a design principle technologists employ called goal-directed design. The term was first proposed by software developer Alan Cooper and describes a customer- or user-centered method for creating things.


A customer goal can be anything, from successfully filling out a tax form to selling a car online. By studying a customer's goals carefully, we can craft brand tools that not only solve the problem but do it so elegantly or delightfully that using the tool is a brand experience in itself.


So, the first part of every creative tech's process is to become “user-centered” and take a deep dive into the customer experience. Author and digital CD Adam Harrell asks, “How do [the customers] perceive the product or service? What are the pain points they have that the product or service solves? What basic human desire are they trying to solve through their purchase?”5


In traditional advertising, brands use demographic information about their target customer—for example, age, race, gender, marital status, income, education, and employment. But creative technologists and engineers create user personas. The biggest difference between user personas and demographic profiles is that personas are built around the user's goals.


Adam Harrell explains why this matters in his wonderful book, Creative Direction in a Digital World: “A good persona should help your team make important decisions such as what content to create or features to prioritize… . It should introduce the audience's worldview and speak clearly to their life goals, experience goals, [and] end goals.”6


Creative techs list these goals when they're creating a persona. What a user is trying to accomplish is called the end goal. (“I want to sell my horrible car.”) How a user wants to feel during the actual experience is, obviously, the experience goal. (“Wow, this app made selling that heap easy.”)


Finally, personas can help creative techs avoid common design mistakes, such as “self-referential design”—where we project our own models of user behavior into a design that then mystifies the first person who tries using it.






Creative technologists design user experiences.


With the goals of these personas in mind, techs and designers brainstorm different interfaces to make using the website or app easy and, dare we say, fun. By designing simple user paths, smart designers can craft experiences that unfold effortlessly.


Apple was one of the first digital companies to leverage the marvels of user-centric design. The first iPhones, to everyone's amazement, didn't come with instruction books; we just intuitively knew how to use them. In fact, Jobs's first edict to the design team was “I want it to have one button.” (Which it did, sort of, if you didn't count the buttons on the sides.)


Although the iPhone appeared to be a simple device, the complexity was handled back when Apple designed the interface. “Steve spent twenty minutes with the engineers working on the best place within a [tiny] section to put three words. He was that focused on details.”7 That Apple simplified complexity with such aesthetic elegance helps them to this day to position their phones in the luxury price range. It's as if their designers' mantra was the Shaker proverb, “Don't make something unless it is both necessary and useful. But if it is both necessary and useful, don't hesitate to make it beautiful.”8


This attention to detail is what made the original Apple-philes love the brand. With every click, users experienced some new frictionless way to get what we wanted, cementing many of us to the brand for life. These details, called microinteractions, don't have to be critical operating features to bring surprise and delight to customers.


But these elegant interfaces don't just happen. Creative techs work through a process that begins with sketches on paper. Once the idea begins to take some shape, they'll make a wireframe, which is basically a blueprint. Images of wireframes can look like a pile of coat hangers to the untrained (me), but they help designers get a detailed understanding of how the working product or experience might feel.


As the work-in-progress gets refined, many teams create a high-fidelity mock-up to present to clients. Creative technologist Joe Toscano says, “High-fidelity mock-ups are the deliverables that get people excited. They're filled with color, beautiful photography and content.”9


Finally, a prototype is created. A prototype isn't the real thing yet, but to anybody using one, it looks and feels finished. Working prototypes enable designers to conduct user tests and to work out bugs in the user paths and other glitches.






Brand experiences can be immersive.


Digital experiences are often found in their own dedicated websites. But when the experience is housed within the brand's site, they more directly connect the customer's experience to the brand.


Adam Harrell used an interesting metaphor to describe why this is helpful, citing Walt Disney's belief that every theme park needs something like Disney's Magic Castle. “[The] website should have a piece of tent-pole content that acts like a castle in a theme park. It should be memorable and remarkable. It could be an incredible video, beautiful data visualization, a useful tool, or an engaging interactive experience.”10


The brilliant CHE Proximity agency in Melbourne provides us with another example, this one flexing some serious creative tech.


On behalf of CarSales.com (Australia's largest online classifieds for second-hand cars), the agency introduced “AutoAds.” This was a cloud-based program that automatically generated what appeared to be big-budget car commercials for any old POS beater you wanted to sell.


How it worked looked simple, but the complexity was in the coding. Customers didn't have to do anything other than list their car for sale with the usual details—the make, model, mileage, price, and a photo. The system then merged that data with over 5,000 different pre-produced video and audio clips. Then it sent the customer an email with several very clichéd car commercials, with themes like Tough, Family, or Luxury. Mixed into each slick high-end commercial, jarringly, was a photo of the customer's old POS car.


In the first week, Australians swamped the site creating nearly a half-million customized commercials. Unsurprisingly, they shared them with friends online. To supercharge the campaign, CarSales.com also selected some of these commercials and aired them on national TV. (This case history, like most others in this book, is viewable on YouTube.)


Remembering Bogusky's Idea-as-Press-Release process, it's clear this was an idea you could describe with a short press release headline. In fact, on one Australian morning news show, the chyron read, “OLD CARS GET SLICK ADS. Every used car in Australia gets its own commercial.”


Less expensive but equally delightful was the experience “Play the City,” created by TBWA/ChiatDay to herald the return of the Grammy Awards to New York City (Figure 13.2).


The experience took place, appropriately, in the back of an Uber. As passengers boarded, they may have been curious about the musical scale across the back window. But once notes began appearing on the scale with corresponding musical tones, riders could tell the visual notes and the music were being generated in real time, triggered by people and objects passing outside the window.


 [image: Photograph shows check out “Play The City” on YouTube.]



Figure 13.2 Check out “Play The City” on YouTube.






As with many cool branded experiences, the entire thing was captured on camera and the content shared in other media, one of which was national television—a commercial for the Grammy's, which aired on the big night. The whole project is another example of collaborations that blend the storytelling of ad creatives with the technology of systems thinkers.*






Build things out of connected devices.


Using technology to tell brand stories can make a customer experience immersive. Things can get even cooler when different digital platforms and devices are combined to create a single experience.


One of the most impressive examples of this we've discussed already—the famous British Airways “living billboard” (Figure 6.12). Many different technologies had to be linked together to make the little boy able to spot when a plane was flying overhead and to correctly identify its flight number and destination. Systems like the flight data from the airline client, geofencing to predict when the planes would be flying directly overhead, and weather data, which needed to be real time. (If there was cloud cover, the digital board switched to another advertiser.)


Part of what makes such connections possible is ubiquitous computing (or, if you wanna sound cool, ubicomp). Ubicomp is a concept in software engineering where computing is made to appear anytime and everywhere, across different devices and platforms. (For my sci-fi peeps, basically “Skynet.”) Experienced digital developers can rig all kinds of different technologies, a notable example of which happened in Volkswagen's sponsorship of a music festival in Sao Paulo. (Figure 13.3).


VW's task to BBDO was to supercharge the exposure of the VW Fox to young people. The venue they chose was Planeta Terra, one of the largest music festivals in Brazil. To activate their campaign, they hid 10 pairs of free tickets around Sao Paulo, the largest city in the Western hemisphere.


To reveal the locations of the tickets, all people had to do was tweet the hashtag #FoxatPlanetaTerra. The mechanics were simple (or rather, appeared to be simple). By creating a mash-up of Twitter and Google Maps, the more people tweeted #FoxatPlanetaTerra, the closer Google Earth zoomed in on the GPS locations of the tickets. The first to arrive at each location would claim their prize. Over the next four days, hundreds of thousands of music fans tweeted and retweeted the hashtag until it trended number 1 on Twitter. This, in a city of 22 million people.


 [image: Photograph of Volkswagen and BBDO create a mash-up of Twitter and Google Maps.]



Figure 13.3 Volkswagen and BBDO create a mash-up of Twitter and Google Maps.






Connected devices can also work on smaller scales, too, as in this student concept for Kindle's e-books.* The idea was simple. Wouldn't it be surprising if you were reading an e-book like, say, The Great Gatsby, and then later you got a tweet from Jay Gatsby? What's even cooler is this idea is easily scalable. Pick a book, pick a character—any publisher who wanted to join the program could give customers a more immersive reading experience just by connecting these systems.






Always be inventing.


Being able to tell a recruiter you're a “maker” improves your chances for landing a job. Just being an “idea person” doesn't carry the weight it once did.


Makers are a growing subculture of people who play and invent in the worlds of digital tech, engineering, robotics, and 3D printing.


The movement is popular enough to give birth to events like Maker Faires and companies like SparkFun. Held worldwide, Maker Faires are like bad-ass science fairs that showcase makers, tinkerers, and hobbyists who love to play with technology. SparkFun is an online retailer of microcontrollers, circuit boards, and all the other ingredients you need to build stuff for the Internet of Things.


Many art and technical schools are now offering creative technology programs. In some classes, students start with Arduino, an open-source electronics platform based on easy-to-use hardware and software. Arduino boards can read inputs (light on a sensor, a finger on a button, a Twitter message) and then turn them into an output, such as turning on an LED or publishing something online.


What follows are a few of the other technologies and systems creative technologists use to bring brand stories to life:




	Augmented reality (AR), virtual reality (VR), and mixed reality (MR)


	IoT (Internet of Things), which include everyday electronic objects, from cars to baby monitors


	Web and mobile apps


	UI/UX platforms


	Voice-enabled tech


	NFC (near-field communication)


	RFID (radio frequency identification)


	AI (artificial intelligence)


	Neural networks: AI technology that learns human behavior and mimics the human brain


	Robotics





My friend, professor Clark Delashmet, says, “Basically, if you can think of a digital product or application, you can probably make it.” To illustrate Clark's point, here's another student project created by applying some of the principles covered here.*


The business challenge was, “How do we re-introduce TAB cola to Gen Z?” TAB is a very niche Coca-Cola product first introduced in the ’60s, one that is still hanging on by a thread thanks to a community of diehard fans. The student team interviewed a brand manager at Coke and was told TAB cola would likely never receive any media investment and if anyone were to come up with a viable proposal, it would have to run entirely in social media.


So, they asked themselves “Okay, how can we connect TAB cola to this gif-loving, meme-generating generation?”


Answer: by asking people on the internet to be their medium and to hashtag “gif-us-fame,” the very words that greet visitors at the landing page of the site they coded from scratch (Figure 13.4): “We at TAB cola had no marketing budget, so we asked the Internet to #GifUsFame.”


They paired TAB with Giphy and gave the internet access to prekeyed shots of TAB cola cans. (Prekeying an image gives it something like a green screen effect, creating a clean, cut-out image of the can.) Using these cut-out images of TAB cans, viewers could create whatever memes they wanted just by inserting them into any of Giphy's huge collection of pop culture memes. In an elegant finishing touch, visitors could scroll through the site's sample gifs (included in Figure 13.4) for inspiration, simply by pushing the TAB key on their keyboards.


The examples discussed here are just a taste of how brands are using technology to tell their stories in new ways. They don't look and sound like advertising but that's what they are. They bring a brand to life, they let people participate if they care to, and lets them share the results—often by using their mobile phones. (Tortured segue.)


 [image: Photographs of the student project at gifusfame.com.]



Figure 13.4 You can still see this student project at gifusfame.com.
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IF DESKTOP INTERNET IS DIVING, MOBILE IS SNORKELING.


A tech website recently reported mobile is now the dominant platform for accessing the internet.11 It's like some little phone just told all the big-ass tabletop computers, “Dude, hold my beer.”


The phone is officially the first place anybody goes for anything. It's where everything is headed—the entire web, the combined knowledge of all history, the ability to purchase every product from every brand at every store, on-demand, anywhere, 24 hours a day, is now in everybody's pocket.


Knowing this, clients are shifting media dollars into mobile work. Josh Palau of Johnson & Johnson says, “We are pushing everyone to think mobile first.” My friend who's a CD at a big agency told me many of the briefs she's seeing call for mobile-only executions.


As we begin to discuss using mobile on behalf of brands, we're going to start at the same place we've started everywhere else in this book—with the customer. Nobody's concepting anything until we know exactly who we're talking with.


Additionally, we'll need to understand the context in which the customer is using their phone and why they're using it. People get out their phones for all kinds of purposes: to look up something, to get directions, to explore and play, to check in, to post things and, of course, to buy. (Keep in mind the “Pitch, Play, Plunge” approaches from the previous chapter.) For a mobile idea to be effective, it must be relevant to the context in which the customer is using their phone.


The things we come up with must also take into consideration how people use phones—which is usually in a hurry and on the move. One agency creative was heard to say, “I like to imagine one eyeball and one thumb.” Mobile use is often just a quick dip into the web to find something or do something, very different from how we often use our computers—for deeper dives into research, content aggregation, or writing books like this one.


So, taking brands into the mobile sphere requires a shift in our thinking. J&J's Josh Palau says, “It's about being present and useful with your audience. Align content with what customers want and respect them. Provide something that's quick, educational, helpful, and which fits into the platform they're already on.”


There are so many possibilities with mobile this small book can't hope to cover them all, so we'll limit our discussion to some creative advice, a few examples, and how mobile fits into a brand's overall media mix.


One of the simplest ways to think about how mobile fits in is as connective tissue. You can drop a smart code (QR) into a concert poster and a fan can get a free song or buy tickets from the website. Text a short code number from a print ad and a reader gets a free sample in the mail. Scan the bar code in the store and a shopper can see how much the product costs across the street. But these very actions (scanning, texting, buying) speak to the key difference about mobile, one that makes it more than just another medium—its utility.


Mobile is the place where brands can do things instead of just say them. And customers can do things, too, because mobile can incite action. “Instead of thinking of mobile as an advertising distribution platform,” writes Rick Mathieson in The On-Demand Brand, “it's far more powerful as a response or ‘activation mechanism' to commercial messages we experience in other media.”12




Leverage mobile functions to create cool ideas.


The most common advertising in mobile and online is the irritating and boring banner ad. To me, they're like pixel-zits and I never click on them. Apparently neither do most people—a full 60 percent of mobile banner clicks are accidental, according to FullMoonDigital.com.13 (My disdain of the lowly banner ad is elitist, I know, but I'm just not a fan.)


Let's talk instead about the kind of mobile marketing that makes use of technology inside the phone, as well as things like near-field communication (NFC) and radio frequency identification (RFID) (see Figure 13.5).


Near-field communication enables a phone to interact with other nearby devices by providing a wireless connection. Apple Pay and Android and Samsung Pay all operate using NFC. Mobile payments are the norm in China, but the US is catching up and it's being adopted by more businesses, mostly as digital rewards programs and virtual loyalty cards.


Then there's geofencing. Here a virtual boundary is created around a real-world geographic area; a 20-block radius around a brand's retail store, for example. When a mobile device enters or exits a geofence, the system uses RFID, GPS, or cellular data to trigger a targeted marketing action to that device. It can be a text, a free offer, a coupon, or a social post. (All the major social media platforms have geofencing capabilities.) Smart marketers will make receiving such messages an opt-in (the customer chooses to participate), and effective messages always have a clear call-to-action requiring immediate action. Sephora's geofencing, for example, sends nearby mall visitors digital coupons good for that day only.


 [image: An illustration of consider how the phone's various functions could be used to help your brand help customers.]



Figure 13.5 As you concept, consider how the phone's various functions could be used to help your brand help customers.






NFC can also link smartphones to billboards. As part of its “Real Beauty” campaign, Dove posted a digital billboard asking passersby to use their phones to vote on their idea of beauty (choosing between two pictures) and posted every vote, in real time, up on board.


Augmented reality (AR) is another cool use of mobile. AR usually takes a phone camera's image of a real-world environment and augments it with computer-generated sensory input such as sound, video, graphics, or GPS data.


The Swiss airline Edelweiss used AR to promote its new direct flights to Buenos Aires by combining the airline's flight schedule data with the user's smartphone GPS and compass data. Push notifications invited people in real time to look up and catch Edelweiss planes bound for Buenos Aires. Every time a person “caught” one, they improved their chances of winning their own ticket to Buenos Aires (Figure 13.6).






Web-based and native apps.


The most effective mobile apps are baked into the firmament of a brand's true value proposition. There are two main kinds: one's called a web app, which lives on the servers and is accessible across different platforms, and native apps, which reside in the user's device and are displayed inside the app's natural environment.


TBWA/Hakuhodo created a popular web app for Tourism Australia to promote the country to social-media-savvy Japanese travelers. Realizing selfies are a part of many people's travel experiences, and that Australia's popular tourist sites are wide landscapes, they created “Giga Selfie” (Figure 13.7). At each site along the Gold Coast, travelers could connect their phones to a distant camera (via a dedicated Wi-Fi) and then take an ultra hi-rez selfie by remote control.


 [image: Photograph of augmented reality lets brands tell stories in “revealed space.”]



Figure 13.6 Augmented reality lets brands tell stories in “revealed space.”






Giga Selfie is a web app. As for native apps, well, we've already discussed one in Chapter 10: Burger King's “Burn That Ad.” The Edelweiss airline app that captured planes bound for Buenos Aries was a native app. Another good example is one Ogilvy created for KFC in Australia—“KFC's Secret Menu.”


They discovered the restaurant's staff loved hacking the menu, coming up with different arrangements of items. So, KFC gathered their favorite staff creations, gave them names like the “Beese Churger,” and hid them on a secret menu in their native app. (To even find the menu, you had to pull down on the screen and hold it for 11 seconds—you know, for their 11 secret herbs and spices.)


The cool part was they told no one about the secret menu and just let their internet fans find it on their own. And find it they did, in huge numbers. Secret menu customers spent over 75 percent more per order. On top of that, customers kept the app for months—impressive when you consider over 75 percent of apps are uninstalled within three days.14 With an always-on idea this good, brands can earn a regular spot in a customer's mobile device.


In India, the popular food-delivery program Swiggy promoted its services by leveraging Instagram's voice note feature. To win free food vouchers, they challenged IG users to create sound waveforms in the shape of different food items (the fish in Figure 13.8, left) and then send their creations to the brand's page.


 [image: Photograph of the tiny dot in the square (center) is the person who took the photo.]



Figure 13.7 That tiny dot in the square (center) is the person who took the photo.










Mobile ads.


Although mobile advertising is only a subset of mobile marketing, straight-up mobile ads can also be engaging.


On YouTube, DDB Chicago posted a delightful vertical-only ad designed to be viewed on mobile for Starburst Swirlers—their first venture into the “rope-stick” confection category. Titled “Best Enjoyed Vertically,” the commercial shows a woman trying to share her Swirler in a hair salon turned completely on its side (Figure 13.8, right).


Another example of mobile advertising was a campaign of radio commercials BBDO purchased on Spotify for Snickers. True to their long-running campaign, “You're Not You When You're Hungry,” the commercials were triggered when a listener stayed with a musical genre not in their usual playlist. Spotify's streaming intelligence would pick up on this change and these particular listeners were sent a Snicker's branded playlist, “The Hunger Hits.” Here, thematic songs like “Be Yourself” by Audioslave and Ceiling Fan's “Hang Onto Yourself” helped send the brand's message.


 [image: On the left: Swiggy's food-delivery service asked fans to make voice-created images of fish and other food shapes on Instagram. Right: Starburst candy's wonderful “Best Enjoyed Vertically” commercial.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 13.8 On the left: Swiggy's food-delivery service asked fans to make voice-created images of fish and other food shapes on Instagram. Right: Starburst candy's wonderful “Best Enjoyed Vertically” commercial.






As you look back at these examples of mobile creativity, you'll notice they share certain characteristics: they're all contextual, interactive, and social. There's one other characteristic these mobile examples share, and they share it with every single cool idea in this book—a deep understanding of the customer. Mark Avnet of the VCU Brand Center says the customer is key. “Starting with technology might make you a great production company. But starting with people can help you become a great strategic and creative marketer.”15


We'll visit mobile again in Chapter 14 to discuss how it applies to social marketing.
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 [image: An illustration of Charmin's “Mr. Whipple.”.]



Figure 14.1 I'm certain the DDB creatives who made this ad were thinking of commercials like Charmin's “Mr. Whipple.”










  
    



14
STOPPING PEOPLE FROM GOING TO THE BATHROOM: SOME ADVICE ON TELEVISION AND VIDEO.






AS DOMINANT AS DIGITAL IS THESE days, television is still a very big dog. Yes, YouTube is cool and so are the other video platforms that air brand messages. But if you want a mass-ass audience, broadcast TV is still the thing.


Many of the suggestions from the chapters on general concepting apply to this medium, the virtues of storytelling and simplicity clearly being the most important. The skills you develop while learning to concept and write for a TV commercial will also help you create any kind of video content, whether it's a Facebook post or an in-store display.


Video is probably a more accurate term to use now that commercials have been liberated from the 30- or 60-second restriction. And because commercials no longer appear exclusively on one big screen in the living room, a video can be as long or short as the idea needs it to be.


A lot has changed. What hasn't changed? Your idea must be great.


Great means the same thing here as it does in other media. Is your idea interesting? Would people want to share your idea with their friends? Is it simple? Does it tell a story? Is it branded?


As you read this chapter, I recommend hopping on to YouTube so you can view the spots as they're discussed. (But I've added a few QR codes that'll take you right to selected commercials.)








If your idea isn't great, no amount of production will save it.


The creative's job on a TV spot doesn't end with coming up with the idea and making the storyboard. That's just the beginning of a long process—a process you'll be part of all the way to the finished video. If you sell an “okay” print or outdoor campaign, at least you'll have it out of your hair fairly quickly. Sell a “okay” idea for a commercial and you will suffer for weeks, maybe longer.


The pre-production process for an okay commercial (which can include finding a director, casting, wardrobe, location search, set design and construction), all of that's going to take exactly as long as it does to produce a great commercial. The same boring hours on the set during prelighting. The same tepid coffee in the color-correction and editing suites during post-production. But when you're done, guess what? You'll have an okay, ho-hum, ordinary commercial even your mom will probably mute.


So my advice is, put in the hours now and get to a great idea. Grind it. Make the concept fantastic. Otherwise, you'll have a long, boring, and horrible time to wish you did.


Here are some other things I've learned from my colleagues over the years.






Can you make the imagery do all the work?


TV is a visual medium, and it begs for visual solutions. Me? I happen to prefer visual over verbal approaches in any medium. I'm not the only one. There's a whole school of thought that says, “Don't talk at customers. Tell them a story with pictures. Start with images. Stay with images.”


Yes, there are thousands of great commercials that rely on the audio or voice-over to work. But there's an extra strength to TV concepts so visually powerful viewers understand them even with the sound turned off. This isn't a rule; it doesn't always work. But when it does, it's great. It means you have a simple idea.


One of my favorite all-visual commercials was done for the Sussex Safer Roads Partnership in the UK. It visually demonstrates why wearing a seat belt is important to both driver and family and does it without showing seat belts or even cars.


Shot in gorgeous slow motion, we see a man sitting in his living room pretending to drive as his loving family looks on. When the man's expression implies he's about to be in an accident, his wife and daughter rush to wrap their arms around him—one set of arms across his chest like a shoulder belt, the other across his waist.


Up to this point, the spot is already great but then it roasts your mind when the quiet living room environment explodes as if the room itself is a moving vehicle taking the impact of a crash (Figure 14.2). The super comes up: “Embrace Life. Always wear your seat belt.”


 [image: Photographs of a great three-part story structure.] 



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 14.2 This commercial starts off sweet and playful, then gets weird, and then shocking. A great three-part story structure, all shot on one set. Brilliant, even down to the daughter's wardrobe.






The video exploded online as well with a million views in its first two weeks on YouTube, and by three weeks, it had reached 129 countries. Writer/director Daniel Cox said, “We developed ‘Embrace Life' to engage the viewer purely visually and to be seen and understood by all, whoever they are and wherever they lived.”1


This commercial also brings home one of the maxims of television. “As a moving medium,” says author Pete Barry, “TV gives you the freedom to dramatize an idea in ways print cannot.”2 






Find one great image and build story into or out of it.


Try looking at your TV assignment as a poster. If you had to settle on a single image to convey your point, what would it be? Sometimes these pivotal images in the story are called key frames.


Once you've found that one image, try spinning a story into or out of it. It's only a guess, but it's possible the Sussex Safer Roads concept (Figure 14.2) started life as a single image for a poster: a wife and daughter's arms form a seat belt around a man's torso. To create the commercial, it's conceivable they wrote the story of what happened before, and after, that poster image.


Print ads in video form can work, but be careful because such ideas don't take full advantage of the medium. Are there exceptions? Of course. I'm thinking of an incredibly simple spot done for Volvo's V50 car. The idea in its print form is here in Figure 14.3.


Volvo's agency (Forsman & Bodenfors) made this still image work marvelously on TV. The commercial opens on a freezing night at a filling station where we see a parka-clad man filling his snowmobile. He watches as a Volvo pulls up, and some guy jumps out wearing surfer shorts, fills his tank, pays, and drives away. The super says the same thing as the print headline: “The new Volvo V50. 1160 km on one tank.”


In the Advertising Concept Book, author Pete Barry calls this kind of thinking the “one-frame goal,” which is a useful and elegant form of reductionism.




The tendency when given the luxury of thirty seconds is to complicate the idea and use too many cuts, voice overs, etc. By definition, the simplest video needs only one cut or camera set-up. This is not a rule you need to place on every project you tackle, but it's useful because it forces you to keep it simple. Capture the basic idea in a single frame, as if it were a poster.3 







 [image: Photograph of when you have a single still image that telegraphs the idea, you can sometimes stretch it into a cool video.]



Figure 14.3 When you have a single still image that telegraphs the idea, you can sometimes stretch it into a cool video.








Think simple.


If you've been given a brief that asks for TV but has next to no budget, good. Because it's going to force you to pare down to the essence of your idea. So valuable is this kind of thinking, you should start here even when your client has a large budget.


This intellectual challenge of working with a small budget (or any constraint) is one of the best mental reset buttons there is. It's such a fruitful place, my friend Ernie Schenck wrote an entire book about it. Check out The Houdini Solution: Put Creativity and Innovation to Work by Thinking Inside the Box.


One last thing. These days, the internet is a very friendly place for what they call “lo-fi” production values (as opposed to high-fidelity). Viewers are used to shaky-cam clips filmed by backyard directors. Depending on the idea, lo-fi can add credibility or authenticity to an idea. So, don't worry about production values. Concentrate on the idea.


Make no mistake, big-ass spots are cool. They take forever to produce and you'll likely be out of town on location or on a set for weeks. But when they finally air? Oh, man. As of this writing, one of the most awarded big spots is one for Volvo created, again, by Forsman & Bodenfors. Obviously, you need to go see this video, but work this good merits a brief description here (Figure 14.4).


 [image: Photograph of the demonstration of Volvo's precise steering system.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 14.4 You really have to see this demonstration of Volvo's precise steering system. This spot made a lot of us in advertising grind our teeth in envy. (Well, I did anyway.)






The camera opens on a head shot of martial arts movie star Jean-Claude Van Damme. It's quiet. The camera pulls back and we see he's perched precariously on the side mirrors of two moving Volvo trucks, one foot on the mirror of one truck, one on the other. His arms are crossed. He's calm. He stares at the camera, we hear his voice.




VAN DAMME'S VO (as internal thoughts): I've had my ups and downs. My fair share of bumpy roads and heavy winds. That's what made me what I am today. Now I stand here before you. What you see is a body crafted to perfection. A pair of legs engineered to defy the laws of physics. And a mindset to master the most epic of splits.





The camera pulls wide, the ethereal track “Only Time” by Enya begins, and the two trucks slowly pull apart from each other. Van Damme maintains his balance on the trucks and ultimately ends up doing, as promised, the most epic of splits. The super comes up quietly.




SUPER: This test was set up to demonstrate the stability and precision of Volvo Dynamic Steering.





There were no special effects, just one monstrously cool take. The commercial went on to win every single award on the planet.






Think in terms of story.


We've already discussed the importance of storytelling and nowhere is it more important than here in video.


A good place for beginners to start is the classic three-act structure. The curtain goes up on an interesting scene where some conflict is already evident. Also evident at a glance is a backstory (hints about who these people are or how things got this way). Things get tense or weird or complicated, usually because of some challenge to the characters. Finally, it's all resolved in an unexpected way and the characters are changed because of it.


This is just my working definition. But storytelling is a many-splendored thing and it's all the surprising varieties of that simple architecture that capture and thrill us. Tarantino turned the linear three-act definition on its head in Pulp Fiction and won an Oscar for best original screenplay. And, as we saw in Chapter 7, nonlinear storytelling is particularly relevant for brands publishing content simultaneously on several platforms. But for beginners, the three-act paradigm serves nicely.


You can see this architecture very clearly in any of the annual Christmas commercials from British department store John Lewis. The commercials are so stinking good, many Brits say they don't feel the holiday season truly begins until they see the spots on the air. Most of them are viewable on YouTube and my favorite is a blockbuster called “Man on the Moon” (Figure 14.5).


The story in this masterpiece, without spoilers, is about a little girl with a telescope who discovers a lonely man living in a small house on the moon. After several unsuccessful attempts to contact him, she sends him a gift from John Lewis that connects them. It ends with a super: “Show someone they're loved this Christmas.”


This commercial also highlights the importance of creating or finding the right music track to enrich the story. “Man on the Moon” plays out to “Half the World Away” by Aurora Aksnes, which amplifies this aching separation of souls. Watch the two-minute commercial and you'll see how the right track can send an excellent concept even higher into orbit.


With this in mind, it's a good idea to keep a list of music tracks you think might help enrich a story. Author Pete Barry says, “Archive it, just as you would a typeface, or a photograph.”4 


 [image: Photograph of John Lewis's holiday spot, “Man on the Moon.”]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 14.5 John Lewis's holiday spot, “Man on the Moon.” Like the rest of their annual commercials, a simple story that builds to a delightful ending. Check out their other spots on YouTube.










A good video should entertain throughout its entire length.


Avoid a long buildup to an “unexpected” conclusion, or what we call a “waw-waw” ending. (You know the sound–the pair of muted trumpet notes.)


Once you know a commercial's “unexpected” ending, how many times can you really enjoy watching it? I'm not against surprise in a video's ending, just those gimmicky little switcheroos at the end. Yes, there are always exceptions. When it's done extremely well and there's a real Sixth-Sense-style surprise at the end, snapping your mindset to a different interpretation, that can be pretty great.


For my money, a great spot is a joy to watch from beginning to end, over and over, because there's something new to look for in each frame. This is the kind of commercial that racks up huge views on YouTube. You probably have your favorites. A recent favorite of mine is the one Pringles aired on the Super Bowl 54 featuring Rick and Morty. The spot kicked off a new chip flavor, a refresh of the logo and packaging, and then was extended on social media, even to the convention floor at Comic-Con.


In the Pringles commercial, Rick and Morty get trapped in a Pringles commercial. Inside the commercial we hear the corporate mantra repeated, an ear worm of “Stack new Pringles flavors, make new ones … stack new Pringles flavors, make new ones.” The mantra drills itself into Morty's head and turns him into Mortybot. The commercial was insane (Figure 14.6).


What was smart, though, was the strategy of Pringles co-marketing with “Rick and Morty.” It leveraged both audiences beautifully. Pringles client Rick Maguire said the commercial was created with pure entertainment in mind. “When you see the spot, I hope you'll feel it looks like a ‘Rick and Morty' episode segment featuring Pringles, not a Pringles ad featuring Rick and Morty.”5 


In closing, your commercial should, like a TV show, be interesting from start to finish.






Solve the last five seconds.


There's an old Hollywood axiom that says, “Movies are all about their last 20 minutes.” Writer/creative director David Fowler reiterates that advice for short-form content and commercials in The Creative Companion:


 [image: Photograph of Pringles rocked Super Bowl 54 with a stupid and fun commercial that had entertaining bits happening from beginning to end.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 14.6 Pringles rocked Super Bowl 54 with a stupid and fun commercial that had entertaining bits happening from beginning to end. Listen for how Morty pronounces jalapeno.








The most important part of any television advertisement is its conclusion, the last five seconds. That's the part that resolves, explains, summarizes, or excuses the preceding twenty-five seconds. If you're not clear about the last five seconds, you're not clear about anything, because that's where your premise gets pounded home. Try to write the last five seconds first. If you can't, you don't need to write a spot, you need to [back up and] develop a premise for a spot.6 





Another Hollywood axiom seems appropriate here: audiences will forgive almost anything in the first half of a movie and almost nothing in the second. (See: Thrones, Game of.)


Moral: you must stick the landing.






Concept for one screen, design for big screens, and optimize for small.


That advice about audiences is from Joshua Baze, a respected digital strategist. He goes on to say, “People consume media on big screens and snack on media in small screens.”


 [image: Photograph of First, GEICO aired their fabulous “Raccoons” commercial on television.]



[image: An illustration of Quick response code.] Figure 14.7 First, GEICO aired their fabulous “Raccoons” commercial on television. They followed that with great branded content for smaller screens: the raccoons' hilarious cooking-with-garbage show appeared in social media.






An absolutely fabulous example of big-screen TV content paired with ancillary content online is GEICO's “Raccoons” spot by Ken Marcus and Sean Riley of The Martin Agency (Figure 14.7).


On television, the commercial showed a group of three raccoons making a midnight raid on a suburban trash can. As one raccoon discovers some particularly gross things to eat, he tries to convince his buddies to taste how bad it is. The voice-over comes in: “If you taste something bad, you want someone else to try it. It's what you do. If you want to save 15 percent or more on car insurance, you switch to GEICO. It's what you do.”


The team could have finished making this commercial and left the story to play out its short life on television. But then they took these same chatty raccoons online in an extremely low-budget series of “cooking shows,” ostensibly produced by the dumpster-diving critters.* With recipes like “Week-Old Chicken Alfredo” and “Pepperoni Garbage Bread,” the videos moved the narrative to social for a longer life online, but packaged it differently for smaller screens.


Business writer Pascal-Emmanuel Gobry explained the repackaging: “[C]onsumers … love TV and they love the internet. [But] they love TV as TV and they love the internet as the internet… . TV is a fundamentally lean-back experience while the internet is fundamentally lean-forward. They may both be bright rectangles, but they perform different functions.”7 






Don't show what you're saying, or say what you're showing.


This idea, discussed in print advertising (“see-say ads”), has a counterpart here in broadcast, with a few twists.


With video, you have two tracks of information occurring simultaneously: audio and visual. To some degree, they have to match up. If either track wanders too far afield of the other, viewers won't know which to attend to; they'll lose interest and begin feeling around in the couch for change. However, you don't want to have the voice-over and video so joined at the hip that viewers hear again what they're seeing on screen.


It's better to have one track complete the other, or play off the other, just as you do in print. That 1 + 1 = 3 thing works to great effect here in television. The words and the visuals can supply slightly different pieces of information, tracks viewers can integrate in their heads.


Sometimes you can add creative tension between what is seen and what is heard by giving the copy an unexpected tone, perhaps of irony or understatement. For instance, I remember a Reebok spot featuring a popular Dallas Cowboy running back violently crashing into opposing players. What you heard, though, was the player's voice-over quietly musing about how football “allows you to meet so many people.”






Write sparely.


Do not carpet your spot with wall-to-wall copy. Leave plenty of breathing room. After you've written your script, get out a big, scary knife, like the one in Halloween 4, and cut mercilessly. You'll be glad you did come editing time. You'll find you need space to let those wonderful moments on film just happen by themselves without words jabbering in your ear.


One of the commercials from Weiden+Kennedy's long-running Old Spice campaign uses just 27 words and the lack of verbiage lets the story play out like a movie, not a commercial.


We open in a darkened room with two detectives in the middle of what appears to be a long interrogation. The weary lead detective says, “Listen, we know it's you. The APB describes a naked sudsy guy playing a piano made of suds.”


The camera cuts around to the scene in Figure 14.8 and there's a wonderful pause here that allows for Naked Sudsy Guy to play a few notes. The pause is perfect. The detective rolls his eyes and goes, “Come on, man!” Unmoved, Naked Sudsy Guy plays a few more notes, and then an envelope labeled “Blackmail” slides (via suds) from Naked Sudsy Guy across the room to the detective. He picks it up, pulls out what seems to be a photograph, and quickly ends the interview. “Smells like we got the wrong guy.” Cut to a package shot, where we hear the iconic eight-note Old Spice musical sting, and the tagline appears: “Smell ’Em Who's Boss.”


Wieden's typically thorough job takes this narrative style online. If you Google “What Is Swagger from Old Spice?” the top answer is “Swagger Body Wash's refreshing lather drop-kicks dirt and odor, does a clothesline on them, then slams them with a folding chair.”


It's worth commenting here, too, on the tone of the copywriting in both the television and online. One of W+K's top writers on Old Spice, Craig Allen, said, “Weird doesn't work for every brand—and it definitely doesn't work when handled improperly. Dropping weird moments into otherwise normal situations is why they work so well … odd moments, grounded in reality. Weird works when it's confident.”8 






For videos under 15 seconds, do you have to write anything?


A short video is a different animal than the 30-second spots we typically see on television. You'll have no time for a slow build. With four to five seconds already set aside for the wrap-up and client logo, you're looking at less than 10 very skinny seconds to unpack your show, put it on, and hit the showers.


 [image: Photograph of Naked Sudsy Guy in an interrogation room.]



Figure 14.8 Imagine having a job where you get paid to think up stuff like Naked Sudsy Guy in an interrogation room.






So, strip your short video concepts down to the bones. And then strip again down to the marrow. Lock off the camera and keep it to one scene if you can.


I remember a 15-second Toyota spot with one scene. The camera is locked down on an empty red Toyota sitting on a quiet suburban street. Suddenly a barking dog comes sprinting down the driveway from the house in the background and slams into the parked car's rear end. A super comes up: “Looks Fast.” A pause and then the rest of the type appears: “The New Celica Action Package.”






If you're doing dialogue, do it extremely well.


It sounds stupid when I say it, but if you're writing words meant to be spoken, they should sound like people speaking. And doing this is tougher than one would think.


One of the problems you face with dialogue is weaving a sales message into the natural flow of conversation. (“Can I have another one of those Flavor-rific brownies, Mom, now with one-third larger chocolate bits?”) Don't do it that way. It's better to let a voice-over do this kind of heavy lifting.


Remember also that real people often speak in sentence fragments. Little bits of talk. Single words here and there. Thoughts that start, then restart. Note also, people will often step on the end of each other's lines or complete the other's sentences.


Just as the eye isn't fooled by cheap special effects, the ear picks up even slight divergences from real speech. Be careful with dialogue. Encouraging talent to ad-lib where it feels natural may be a good way to help get to an authentic sound.






Study the reels.


To learn any language, experts say you need to immerse yourself in that language. This is true for the language of video as well, not to mention copywriting. I tell my copywriting students to pore over the famous copywriting examples in big ad competitions like the One Show and D&AD. It's only after you read a couple of thousand perfect examples does the deeper architecture of the craft begin to sink in.


It's the same with learning the architecture of great short-form video. You need to start watching tons of award-winning commercials. Although the videos may all seem different, they share a condensed writing and storytelling style you have to immerse yourself in to speak it fluently.


There's another good reason to study award show reels and the reels of today's A-list commercial directors. In Chew With Your Mind Open, my friend Cameron Day says, “Assemble a director list and keep notes about what the directors you've chosen bring to the idea. Look at as many reels as possible. Soak up every ounce of wisdom you can from your agency producers and vendors. They can be great mentors and know more about film, audio, and editing than anyone else in the building.”9 


[image: ]

I hope these few pieces of advice will be enough to help frame your thinking as you begin working in this cool medium. Its high visibility and public forum make it one of the most exciting media we work in. Every time I got a television assignment, I worked my tail off because I knew a lot of people would see it. It was a pressure I found quite nerve-wracking.


Which cuts nicely to our next chapter. (Fade to black.)
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Figure 15.1 The statue is your creative subconscious. The monkeys are your forebrain chattering about everything except the job in front of you. Learn to tune them out.










  
    



15
CREATIVE MIND VERSUS MONKEY MIND: OR, MANAGING TIME, ENERGY, PANIC, AND YOUR CREATIVE MIND.












There is no such thing as “multitasking.”


Ever notice what some middle-schoolers do while they try to focus on their homework? They're scrolling through Instagram, they have the TV on “in the background,” there's music playing on their laptop, and all the while their phones are vibrating with hugely important texts from BFFs.


If you challenge them on this less-than-ideal learning environment, they'll likely protest, “But kids are different today because we can multitask!” If multitasking means simultaneously doing several things poorly, then yes, they're different.


To describe this popular and ineffective mindset, author Linda Stone coined the term continuous partial attention, in which we skim the surface of multiple incoming data streams, pick out a few random details that appear to be important, and move on. Although such an approach may give the illusion of productivity, in reality you're slowing down your progress. You're casting a wider net but catching less.


Here's the thing. Attention is binary. It's on or it's off. You're either paying attention to something or you're not. Which is to say, what didn't work back in middle school won't work today.


When you sit down to concept, turn everything off—all the way off. Turn off everything except your brain.






Quit wasting time on email, Instagram, wandering around, and coming in late.


In 2019, Adobe did a survey with 1,000 of their employees asking how much time they spend on email during the workday. “Respondents reported spending an average of … 143 minutes checking their personal email.”1 


That's two hours and 20 minutes, friends. More than a quarter of the day.


Before you scoff at this figure, I want you to do an exercise I ask my students to do in class. Go to the “systems” page on your phone and look up battery usage. If it's like my phone, it'll show you how much time you've spent on each of your apps. Look at the numbers you see there. How much time did you spend on Instagram over the last week? Ninety percent of my students are shocked or embarrassed by the number. And, of course, that's when I tell them, “From now on you don't get to tell me you ‘didn't have enough time' to work on your campaigns.”


Here's the thing, people. Every creative assignment you'll ever receive will have a deadline. You'll have only a certain amount of time to come up with something great. Yet I'll wager if any of us could watch a film of ourselves during a typical day at the office, we'd turn beet red seeing how much time we waste screwing around with our phones, taking coffee breaks, texting, Instagramming, and yuckin' it up out in the hallways.


We are so eager to be distracted that, left uninterrupted, we will interrupt ourselves. We do this because of what's called “resistance to writing.”* It's a sort of self-imposed creative block we use whenever a promising creative opportunity comes along. We'll do anything to not do this cool project we actually want to do.


So, we sit down to work with the best of intentions, but we'll leave the TV on and maybe keep our computer propped open like a sort of trapdoor through which we can escape when the ideas aren't coming and we begin to feel that anxiety. Interestingly, the second we feel anxiety (“… ohmyGodohmyGod …”) we hear “the Ping.” The Ping is what creative theorist Todd Henry calls the tiny signal that reminds us we must immediately check our email and Instagram. (“Hey! I'm pretty sure something out there suddenly became more important than my job.”)


And so off we go through the trapdoor, trading in our capacity for sustained mental effort, all for the rich comic experience of gr8 lol texts, an exchange well described in Todd Henry's Twitter axiom: “You cannot pursue greatness and comfort at the same time.”


For today, all you need to do is acknowledge this defense mechanism exists and when you sit down to work, commit to the work completely. Turn off your phone, turn off your computer and its email, turn off the TV, turn off the music, find a pen and paper, put your feet up, and give it your whole mind. And when the anxiety comes, don't run from it, or deny it exists. Acknowledge it and remember, the only way out is through.


 




“Squirrel!”


—The dogs in Pixar's movie UP
 









Control your monkey brain.


After you turn off your smartphone and find a quiet place to work, you're ready to sit down and face the final enemy of distraction: your own monkey brain.


This term is popular with practitioners of meditation and refers to the tendency of the mind to swing from branch to branch, topic to topic, jumping around, screeching, chattering nonsense, and carrying on endlessly.


If you've ever tried to meditate, you know how hard it is to get the monkey to shut up. Your thoughts leap around ceaselessly, into the future, back to a distant memory, to what's for dinner, to the thing you saw that one time, to the mark on the wall, to the lyrics of …


The good news is practicing any form of meditation or mindfulness will improve your capacity for sustained focus. No less a creative icon than Steve Jobs attested how it improved his creativity. Biographer Walter Isaacson quoted Jobs:




If you just sit and observe, you will see how restless your mind is. If you try to calm it, it only makes it worse. But over time it does calm, and when it does, there's room to hear more subtle things—that's when your intuition starts to blossom, and you start to see things more clearly and be in the present more. Your mind just slows down, and you see a tremendous expanse in the moment. You see so much more than you could see before.2 









Ignore the little voice saying, “I'm just a hack on crack from Hackensack.”


Every once in a while, your monkey mind will pause briefly to inform you that you suck.


We all have this voice in our heads. Even the superstars in this business secretly believe they're hacks at least twice a day. The difference is they get better at ignoring this voice. In their book Pick Me, Vonk and Kestin give advice on making this evil little voice shut up.




You have to learn to mute the voice. Or just use it to spur you on to do better. The painful truth is all the awards in the world don't take away the tyranny of the blank page. The only thing that does is making a mark on it. Somehow, just getting those first few thoughts out is helpful, even if they genuinely do suck. The act of moving the pen across the paper is the antidote to the belief you can't do it.3 







Remember you don't have to outrun the bear.


Another little voice that's sure to turn up sooner or later is the one that goes, “This better be a really big idea.”


“It's hard to think of any idea, let alone a big one,” writes ad veteran Josh Weltman in Seducing Strangers. “And the bigger the idea the client wants, the emptier my head gets.” To avoid freezing up, Weltman came up with his own definition of a big idea.




A big idea is one that can beat or kill a smaller idea. It's like that joke about outrunning the bear. I don't have to outrun the bear, I have to outrun only you. I think my definition is freeing because I no longer have to come up with a big idea. I just need to find one that's bigger than the other guy's idea.4 









Make friends with sucking.


To get the creative engine to turn over, I sometimes began concepting sessions by challenging my art director to see who could serve a really crappy idea first. I was always happy to oblige and whatever POS idea popped into my head next, I'd send over the net. It was usually terrible and we'd both groan, “Boy, that totally sucked.”


Then she'd return the serve. And maybe it sucked, too, or maybe it sucked less. And back and forth we'd go and after a while we were coming up with things that didn't suck.


Remember Anne Lamott's advice: “The only way I can get anything written at all is to write really, really crappy first drafts.”


Somebody else once said, “All art is a series of recoveries from the first line drawn.” I don't know who said it, but it's brilliant. Because creativity is an iterative process. We start by drawing a line on paper, we decide it sucks, we bend it in another direction, add a bit here, take off some there, and pretty soon it starts to look like something.






Identify your most productive working hours and use them for nothing but idea generation.


I'm a morning person. By three in the afternoon, my brain is meatloaf and even a TV campaign featuring a grocer named Whipple doesn't seem like such a bad idea. So, when I get to the office in the morning, I go right to work. No screwin' around.


But you might be sharper in the afternoon. That's okay, too. Just make sure you strike while your iron is hot. Once you feel you brain getting crispy around the edges, give those down hours to the busywork of advertising, or what I call “phone calls and arguments.”






Cluster similar activities.


There's a wonderful book by Scott Belsky on time and energy management titled Manage Your Day-to-Day: Build Your Routine, Find Your Focus, and Sharpen Your Creative Mind. I recommend it.


One of his many smart suggestions is to cluster the various duties you tackle each day. Don't let your day's calendar be a patchwork quilt of 10 minutes answering emails, 30 minutes concepting, 10 minutes here, 10 there. Each one of these activities uses a different part of your brain, and it will help you creatively if you cluster the similar duties.


Belsky writes, “Finding intelligent adjacencies within your workday and clustering [similar] duties allows you to stay engaged and to focus more deeply for longer periods of time.” For me, my biggest clusters are meetings, emails and phone calls, and concepting time. I found when I roped off my creative time into big three-hour chunks (and aligned them with my most alert times of day), my focus was better and so was my work.


“You'll get better ideas,” Belsky wrote, “because you can dive deeper with an oxygen tank than you can if you have to surface for air every few minutes.”






Temper your Irish with German.


Okay, here's the deal. Advertising is a business. The whole chaos-is-cool, whiskey-and-cigarettes, showing-up-late-for-work thing? That's fine for artists and rock stars, but advertising is only half art. It's also half business. The thing is, both halves are on the deadline.


So don't be sloppy. Don't be late. Meet your deadlines. Don't put off doing the radio because the mobile is more fun.


This also applies to expense reports and time sheets. Learn how to do them and do them impeccably. Be a grown-up. Sure, they're boring. But, like watching any episode of “Keeping Up with the Kardashians,” if you just sit down and apply yourself, the whole unpleasant thing will be over in an hour.






“Be orderly in your normal life so you can be violent and original in your work.”


I don't know much about novelist Gustave Flaubert, except he said that great line and it seems to fit in right about here.


Many creative people find a dash of ritual in their lives provides just the structure they need to let go creatively. I happen to prefer an extremely clean and empty room in which to concept. That may sound weird, but I've heard of stranger things.


In The Art and Science of Creativity, George Kneller wrote,




Schiller [the German poet] filled his desk with rotten apples; Proust worked in a cork-lined room… . While [Kant was] writing The Critique of Pure Reason, he would concentrate on a tower visible from his window. When some trees grew up to hide the tower, [he had] authorities cut down the trees so that he could continue his work.5 





Whatever works, dude.






Don't drink or do drugs.


You may think drinking, smoking pot, or doing coke makes you more creative. I used to think so. But I was fooling myself.


I bought into the myth of the “tortured creative person,” struggling against uncaring clients and blind product managers. With a bottle next to his typewriter and his wastebasket filling ever higher with rejected brilliance, this poor, misunderstood soul constantly looks for the next fantastic idea that will surely rocket him into happiness.


In a business where we all try to avoid clichés, a lot of people buy into this cliché-as-lifestyle. I did and I can assure you it is illusion, as is all that crap about how writers need to “work from pain.” Oh puh-lease, it's a coupon ad for Jell-O.






Keep your eye on the ball, not on the players.


Don't get into office politics. Not all offices have them. If yours does, remember your priority—coming up with ideas. Keep your eye on the project on your desk.
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WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU'RE STUCK.




First of all, being stuck is a good sign.


Being stuck means you're likely to hit a breakthrough soon. You've passed through the Valley of Low-Hanging Fruit and now you're suffering in the Barren Wastelands. Well, the good news is you're about to enter the outlying area of big, new ideas. Truly unexplored territory. Remember: being stuck is not unusual. It's an expected part of the creative process.


So don't be creeped out by those long silences during creative sessions with your partner. You can spend whole days trying very hard and still come up with nothing. I've found it's only after you've suffered these excruciating hours of meatloaf brain that the shiny and beautiful finally presents itself. The trick is to stay with it. Suffer through it.






“Start from where you are.”


Huge projects can be intimidating. But the thing is, you want huge projects because those are the ones where you can hit the home runs and advance your career. So, here's what you do, and I got this gem from a speech by one of my favorite writers, Anne Lamott.


Anne Lamott is the author of one of my favorite books on writing—Bird by Bird. The title itself is one of the first lessons Anne gives us, in which she recalls having to write a long report about birds for school. She was daunted by the size of the project and finally in frustration asked her dad, “How am I ever going to write this?!?” And her father answered, “Bird by bird, Anne. Bird by bird.”


And so it goes with all creative projects, be they writing, art, or film. Creative projects are daunting. In fact, the more we care about a project, the scarier it is, the larger it begins to loom over the measly 24 available hours in our day. Setting out, we begin to see all the wonderful angles we might explore, all those interesting byroads, and the creative mind, it runs down the road ahead of us, sees all the other wonderful roads forking away, oh wow, they go in all directions, they multiply, they go fractal, kaleidoscopic and … we freeze. We tighten up and pull back.


This is when resistance to writing usually kicks in. Happens to me all the time. In fact, the way I procrastinate is to “do research.” Gathering material and backstory is, in fact, an essential part of the problem-solving process, but I often used it as a crutch or, rather, a hidey-hole. (“I can't possibly begin to write this! Don't you see how MUCH there is I don't know?”)


Recognizing when we're resisting work is the first step. So, we take a deep adult breath and tell ourselves, “It's time to start, dear.”


Start … okay. Fine, start … but how? With this big-ass project? It's still here, spilled all over my computer's desktop, its file folders obliterating the once serene screen-saver picture of the lake, a lake I'm never going to be able to actually visit because of this damn project! Fine! I'll start! But where?


And again, Ms. Lamott comes to our rescue with another piece of calm and loving advice. “Start from where you are.”


When you think about it, how can we start anywhere else? We have to start from here. And yet many of us want to somehow maaaaybe just think our way down the road a piece, not far, you know, just to maybe start mapping out the journey, do some more research, sorta get a grip on this whole thing, you know, the 30,000-foot view of all the roads and, … and … SCREW IT! LET'S SOLVE THE WHOLE STINKIN' THING RIGHT NOW! And again, our mental wagon train grinds to a halt before we can ever start west


“Start from where you are,” says Ms. Lamott.


This is the piece of advice I have most loved. I used it to write this very book. Writing a whole book seems daunting, right? (Well, it was for me.) But right before I first began writing, I'd been thinking a lot about how important simplicity is to creating great advertising. I couldn't wait to write that chapter. The problem was, according to my 30,000-foot road map, such a chapter belongs more in the middle part of this unwritten book, right? I can't start there. Can I?


And I did. I started exactly there, on what is now Chapter 6. I started there because “The Virtues of Simplicity” was the part I was most excited about writing; I could worry about the opening chapters later. I could worry later about what the next chapter might be. By simply picking up this one subject that interested me, I was able to sit down, start writing, and remain bent over my keyboard for the longest time.


So, if you're trying to stare down a huge project and you don't know where to start, reach into the pile and grab the piece that interests you the most. That's the one piece you're likely to get a quick start on because it interests you. Start there. Here's the cool part. As soon as you get an idea on that first piece, doors will start to open on either side of what you've done, revealing other possibilities you couldn't see until you put this first idea on paper.


Creative theorist Steven Johnston calls this phenomenon “creative adjacencies.” You can't see the other doors until you go through the first one.


 




“Inspiration usually comes during work rather than before it.”


–Novelist Madeleine L'Engle
 









If you're stuck, relax.


In a Psychology Today essay titled “How to Have More Insights,” neurologist Dr. David Rock wrote about the deleterious effect anxiety has on creativity:




When we have a creative project, we tend to get anxious, and the uncertainty of not being able to find a logical solution creates anxiety in itself. The brain is primed to experience at least a mild threat from most forms of uncertainty. Learning to be okay with uncertainty is part of the process of having more insights, because the more anxious you are the less likely you are to notice any subtle insights.6 





The answer then is to be mindful of when your anxiety starts, to acknowledge it, and to breathe through it. We can't be both creative and tense. The two events are never in the same room together. Stay loose.


But remember, you do in fact need a certain amount of pressure to be creative. Creativity rarely happens when things are perfectly under control. To make the kettle boil, a little fire is necessary. A deadline a month and a half away isn't always a good thing. I find if I have too much time to complete a project, I'll put off working on it until a couple of weeks before it's due just so I can dial up the pressure a little bit


The trick is to control the pressure, not let it control you. Relax.






Leave the office and work somewhere else.


Go somewhere boring. In an interview, best-selling author Jonathan Franzen said he does his writing in a boring one-room office using a computer that doesn't connect to the internet. The walls around him were white brick and the one window looked out onto a perfectly banal New York City alleyway.


Boring is good. There is nothing there to distract you and you're forced to grind it out. Even if you're not in the mood. “Lots of people are creative when they feel like it,” says Seth Godin. “But you're a professional when you can do it even when you don't feel like it. And that emotional waiver is why this is work and not a hobby.”






Change something. Anything.


There's an old saying by a guy named Charles Thompson. “Never solve a problem from its original perspective.”


Let's say you're stuck on coming up with a cool social media campaign. Okay, then why not slide over to a different medium and solve the same problem as if it were a television commercial? Later, when you go back to work on the social, you might see things differently.


Or, let's say you've been assigned a big commercial with real budget, and you're stuck. Well, try pretending you have next-to-no budget. How would you concept a commercial you shoot on an iPhone?


The main rule here is that if you've come to a standstill, change something.






Blow up everything. Start over.


There are times when you might find inspiration by combing through your notebook, looking back on ideas you've come up with so far. But if continued perusals convince you that none are working, say screw it and call in an air strike.


Blow it all up. All those old half-assed ideas may be serving only to muddy the waters. Or maybe you're subconsciously holding on to some approach you want to work but likely never will. Just blow it all up, go get a nice new pad of paper, and start over.


 


“If you are in difficulties with a book, try the element of surprise: attack it at an hour when it isn’t expecting it.”


—H. G. Wells









Stay off the stinkin' computer.


“Until you have a great idea, the computer is just a Lite-Brite® for crap.” So said Brian Buirge and Jason Bacher, and brilliantly.


It is a common rookie error to rush to the computer when you feel stuck. (“I'm not getting any ideas, so lemme just see what this idea looks like comped up.”) But this is another example of an escape door we go through to avoid the hard work of concepting. Don't give in to the anxiety. Breathe through it.


Let all your early thinking happen with a pencil and paper. In fact, you may find handwriting brings an altogether different part of your brain into play. David Fowler thinks so: “Try it… . It’s just different. The connection between your hand and the page via a tiny strand of ink imparts something that's somehow closer to your heart.”7 






What does the ad want to say?


Here's one silly trick I've used from time to time to circumvent my chattering monkey mind and access the deeper, more creative part of my brain.


With pen poised over the notebook in my lap, I close my eyes and ask, “What does the ad want to say?” Not me, not the writer, not Mr. Advertising Expert, but the ad. What does the ad want to say?


I know it's weird, so don't tell anybody I do this, okay? But when it works, the answer seems to rise out of the dark like the little triangular message inside that Magic 8 Ball.






Go to the store where they sell the stuff.


There is demographic data typed neatly on paper. And then there's the stark reality of a customer standing in front of a store shelf looking at your brand and then at Brand X. I'm not saying you should start bothering strangers with questions. I just find it inspiring to soak in the vibes of the real marketplace. Go there and simply watch. Think. I guarantee you'll come back with some ideas.


Author Jack London's advice: “You can't wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.”






Go to a bookstore and study books on your subject.


Say you're working for a company that makes outboard engines. Go to a bookstore and page through books on lakes, oceans, submarines, vacation spots, fish, pistons, hydraulics, whatever. Just let your brain soak up those molecular building blocks of future concepts.


You might get the ideas flowing right there in the store. And even if you don't, what's to risk, except maybe getting the hairy eyeball from the clerk who thinks you ought to be buying something. (“Hey, whaddaya think this is? A li-berry?”)






Ask your creative director for help.


That's what they're there for. There is no dishonor in throwing up your hands and saying, “Help me or I shall perish.”


Your creative director may be able to see things you can't. She hasn't had her nose two inches away from the problem for the past two weeks like you have. She knows the client, knows the market, and can give you more than an educated guess on what's jamming up your creative process. Sometimes all it takes is a little nudge, two inches to the left, to get you back on track. You hack on crack from Hackensack. Oops, there's the evil voice again. Begone, self-loathing, I banish thee.






Get more product information.


You may not know enough about the problem yet, or you may not have enough information on the market. So, ask your account folks or planners to go deeper into their files and bring you new stuff. It's likely they edited their pile of information and gleaned what they thought most important. Get more of the original material if you can.






It helps to work on several projects at once.


You may find ideas come faster if you move between projects every hour or so. For most of my working career, I had about eight or nine open jobs on my desk at any one time. It'll likely be the same for you. But this is a good thing. Designer Milton Glaser said on Twitter, “Working on one thing at a time is like facing a rhinoceros; working on 10 things at a time is like playing badminton.”






Don't burn up energy trying to force something to work.


Even when you do manage to force a decent idea onto paper, after hours of wrestling with it, it usually bears the earmarks of a fight. You can count the dents where you pounded on the poor thing to force it into the shape you wanted. There's none of the spontaneous elegance of an idea born in a moment of illumination. Blow it all up and start over.






Be patient.


Tell yourself it will come. Don't keep swinging at the ball when your arms hurt. Maybe today's not the day. Walk away. Go see a movie. Do something distracting and don't think about the project at all. The problem will be there when you come back tomorrow. But maybe the block won't.






Learn to enjoy the process, not just the finished work.


I used to hate the long process of coming up with an idea. I simply wanted the work to be done, the idea to be there on my desk. But thinking this way made my job way harder than it had to be.


The fact is, most of your time in this business will be spent in some cluttered, just-slightly-too-warm room, thinking—not admiring your finished work. And nowadays with work that appears online, there's rarely an “I'm-finished-now” moment anyway. You'll likely never be done. Customers will keep responding to your idea, new stuff will come to light, cool ideas will walk in the door, and everything will keep changing.


So, remember to let the fun be in the chase. Even if you have an award-winning career, only 0.00000002 percent of it will be spent walking up to the podium to accept an award at the One Show. All the rest of the time you will likely spend in a small room somewhere, under fluorescent lights, trying to decide whether crisp or flaky is the right word to use.






Remember, you aren't saving lives.


This isn't heart surgery, folks. No one's gonna die. And as much as a client may hate to hear it, in this business failure is a possibility. In fact, if your ideas don't fall on their face every once in a while, well, you're not tryin' very hard.


The story has it that Dan Wieden once told one of his top creative directors that a promotion wasn't likely “until you've made at least three monumental mistakes.” Clearly, Wieden believes creative people don't develop unless they're willing to fail and fail and fail again. It's a credo so ingrained in the agency they created a huge work of art for the hallway (Figure 15.2). Made entirely of more than 100,000 pushpins, it's a daily reminder you aren't pushing it hard enough if every one of your ideas turns out just hunky-dory.


When you get stressed and the walls are closing in and you're going nuts trying to crack a problem and you find yourself getting depressed, try to remember you're just doing an ad. That is all. An ad. A stupid piece of paper. (It's not even a whole piece of paper you're working on. It's just half of a piece of paper in a magazine, and somebody else is buying the other side.) Or it's a stupid landing page. Or a stupid radio spot. Remember, advertising is powerful, and even a “pretty okay” idea can increase sales. I know, I know. Don't tell my clients I said this. But we're talking about times when it feels like your mental health is at stake. Don't kill the goose trying to get a golden egg on demand.


 [image: Photograph of the piece of art at Wieden+Kennedy.]



Figure 15.2 This piece of art at Wieden+Kennedy is a reminder failure is nothing to be ashamed of; not swinging for the fences is.






Bertrand Russell said: “One of the symptoms of an approaching nervous breakdown is the belief one's work is terribly important.”
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Figure 16.1 Testing creative ideas in focus groups–as well as administering lethal injections–are both observed from darkened booths behind glass. (Co-inky-dink?)










  
    



16
PECKED TO DEATH BY DUCKS: PRESENTING AND PROTECTING YOUR WORK.






ABOUT 20 PERCENT OF YOUR TIME IN the advertising business will be spent thinking up ideas. Eighty percent will be spent protecting them. And 30 percent doing them over.


A screenwriter was looking out onto the parking lot in front of Universal Studios one day. It occurred to him, said this article, that every one of those cars was parked there by somebody who came to stop him from doing his movie.


The similarity to advertising is chilling. The elevator cables in your client's building will fairly groan hauling up all the people intent on killing your best stuff.


When word gets around the client's offices that the agency is here to present, vice presidents and assistant vice presidents will appear out of the walls and storm the conference room like zombies in Night of the Living Dead, pounding on the door, hungry arms reaching in for the layouts, pleading, “Must kill. Must kill.”


I have been in meetings where, after the last idea was presented, an eager young hatchet man raised his hand and asked his boss, “Can I be the first to say why I don't like it?”


I have been in meetings surrounded by so many vice presidents, I actually heard Custer whisper to me from the grave, “Man, I thought I had it bad. You guys are, like, so dead.”


You will see ideas killed in ways you didn't know things could be killed. You will see them eviscerated by blowhards bearing charts. You will see them garroted by quiet little men bearing agendas. A comment from a passing janitor will pick off ads like cans from fence posts and casual remarks by the chairman's spouse will mow down whole campaigns like the first charge at Gallipoli.


Then there's the “friendly fire” to worry about. A stray memo from your agency's research department can send your campaign up in flames. Your campaign can also be fragged by the ill-timed hallway remark of an angry coworker.


War widows received their telegrams from ashen-faced military chaplains. You, however, will look up from your desk to see an account executive, smiling.


“The client has some issues and concerns about your ideas.”


This is how account executives announce the death of your labors: “issues and concerns.”


To understand the portent of this phrase, picture the men lying on the floor of that Chicago garage on St. Valentine's Day. Al Capone had issues and concerns with these men.


I've had account executives beat around the bush for 15 minutes before they could tell me the bad news. “Well, we had a good meeting.”


“Yes,” you say, “but are the ideas dead?”


“We learned a lot.”


“But are they dead?”


“Well, … your campaign, it's … it's with Jesus now.”


What follows are some quixotic arguments that may help protect your loved ones in future battles. If you find any of them useful, I recommend you commit them to memory. It's my experience what a client decides in a meeting stays decided.
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PRESENTING THE WORK.




Learn the client's corporate culture.


Spend some serious time with the client. Talk to the quiet guy from R&D. Tell jokes with the product managers. The more they know you, the more they're going to trust you. The more they trust you, the more likely they are to buy these strange things you call ideas.


But you're going to learn something about them, too. You're going to get a feel for the tone of this company. How far they're willing to go. What they think is funny. You'll save yourself a lot of grief once you understand this. Remember, they see you as their brand ambassador. They're trusting you to accurately translate their corporate culture to the customer.


This doesn't mean doing the safe thing. It means if your client is church, you probably shouldn't open your TV spot with that scene from The Exorcist where Linda Blair blow-chucks pea soup on the priest.


In a text that came with the Masterclass from Goodby Silverstein & Partners, Rich and Jeff put it this way:




Read the room before, during, and after the pitch. Sometimes pitches are won or lost based on nothing other than likability—aka, whether the client likes you. It's your job to be as likable as possible so your idea has the best chance of survival. This doesn't mean you have to sacrifice your own authenticity in favor of contrived conversation and presentation, but it does mean you need to be sensitive to the client's habits and behaviors. How you dress for a meeting in Chicago might look very different from how you dress for one in Los Angeles, and the more you understand the subtle culture of the company you're pitching, and the city it calls home, the better chance you'll have at forming a sincere relationship with the company and, ultimately, win the job.1 









Present your own work.


Nobody knows it better than you. Nobody has more invested in it than you. And if you screw up, you have nobody to blame but yourself.


Two addenda: (1) If you are a truly awful presenter, don't. At least not the big campaigns. Better to have a skilled creative director or account person sell them. (2) Learn to present. It's a skill, and like any other skill, the more you do it the better you'll get. Start small. Sell a small campaign. Present to the account folks. Just do it.


Creatives who can present work well go a lot further and make more money in this business than those who cannot. Not being able to present your own work (or the work of other people) will handicap you throughout your entire career. Pilots can't be afraid of heights. It just doesn't work.






Practice selling your campaign before you go in to present.


Don't just wing it. I used to think winging it was cool. But that was just bravado. As if my ideas were so good they didn't need no stinkin' presentation. Wrong. Sit down with a team member and practice.






Don't try to memorize a speech.


Trying to memorize written material will make you nervous. You'll worry you're going to forget something and you probably will.


Write out a speech if it helps you organize your thoughts but toss it when you're done. What you do need to do is establish what marks you need to hit along the way, and then make sure you hit them. (“I need to make Points A, B, and C.”) Once you see the light go on in a client's eyes regarding A, move on to B.






Don't be slick. Clients hate slick.


You know all those unfair stereotyped images we sometimes have about clients? Uptight, overly rational, number-crunchers? They've got a similar set of incorrect images about us: slick, unctuous, glad-handing, promise-them-anything sycophants. Is it fair? No, but that's the thing about stereotypes. You're a little behind before you even start. So why feed the stereotype trying to be all slick and cool?


But if you're not all slick and buttoned-up, what should you be?


Be yourself. Be smart. Be crisp, be to the point, be agreeable. Don't be something you aren't. It never works. You will appear disingenuous, and so will your ideas.






Keep your “pre-ramble” to an absolute minimum. Dive right in.


That doesn't mean start cold. It's likely you'll have to do some amount of setup. But make it crisp, to the point, and fast.


In a book on the art of good presentations, I Can See You Naked, author Ron Hoff said the first 90 seconds of any presentation are crucial. “Plunge into your subject. Let there be no doubt the subject has been engaged.”2 


In those first 90 seconds, the client is unconsciously sizing you up, making initial impressions, and probably deciding prematurely whether they're going to like what you have to say. So don't wade into the water. Dive.






Talk slowly.


I'm stealing the whole next paragraph from my friend Thomas Kemeny's wonderful book, Junior: Writing Your Way Ahead in Advertising.




It's nice you're excited about the work you're presenting. But if you start talking a mile a minute, you might come off as panicked and insecure. Take your time. No need to rush it. Let your client appreciate the work you've put so much time into. Let them hear every word so they understand you. Be loving about it. Treat your work with tenderness and familiarity, even if you just wrote it an hour ago.3 









Don't hand out materials before you present.


Stay in command of the room. The minute you hand out a document to an audience, you're competing with the document. Clients are human and will read whatever it is you've just handed them. So don't hand out anything until you've finished presenting. Remain the focus of the room's attention.






Don't present your campaign as “risk-taking work.”


Most clients hate that descriptor. In the agency hallways, it's fine to talk about work being risk-taking. But it's just about the worst thing you can say to clients. They don't want risk. They want certainty. Whether certainty is possible in this business remains in doubt, but clients definitely do not need to hear the R word.


Find other ways to describe your campaign. For instance, “It goes against the grain,” or “It's interesting; it's memorable.” Anything is more palatable than risk to a client with a job on the line, a mortgage to pay, and two kids to put through rehab.


Okay, before we go on to the next paragraph, I just want to say that it's really good. I worked on it a long time and it may in fact be the best paragraph of the whole book. I think you're going to love it.


Seriously. Reeeally good stuff.






Before you unveil your stuff, don't assure the client “you're going to love this.”


This is known as leading with your chin. Somebody's gonna take a swipe at it just to keep you humble.


As they say in law school, don't ask a question you don't know the answer to. Same thing in presentations. Anticipate every objection you can and have a persuasive answer in the chamber, locked and loaded.






Never show a client work you don't want them to buy.


I guarantee you; second-rate work is what clients will gravitate to.


I've allowed myself to present so-so ads and my reasoning went like this: “Well, we gotta sell something to get this campaign going, and time is running out. So, we'll present these five ideas, but we'll make sure they buy only these three great ones. The two so-so ones we'll include just to, you know, help us put on a good presentation. They'll be filler.”


But what happens is, the client will approve the work they feel safer with, less scared by, and that is always the second-rate work.






Conversely, don't leave your best work on the agency floor.


“Oh, the client will never buy this.” How do you know? The clients may surprise you. Maybe not. But don't do the work for them. Hall of Fame copywriter Tom McElligott once told me, “Go as far as you can. Let the client bring you back.”






At the presentation, don't just sit there.


No matter how right your campaign may feel to you, it's not going to magically fly through the client approval process. Even if the client appears to buy it outright, sooner or later someone will start taking potshots. “Little changes” here and there, here and there.


You need to learn to be an articulate defender of your own work. Don't count on the account person to do it. Don't leave it to your partner. Pay attention in the meeting. Try to understand exactly what might be bothering your client. And then come back with the most articulate defense you can.


As you form a defense, your first instincts may be to build a bridge from where you are to where your client is. (“If only I could get them to see how great these ads are.”) Instead, get over to where your client is and build a bridge back to your position. With such an attitude, your argument will be more empathetic and more persuasive, because you're seeing the problem from your client's perspective first.






“They may be right.”


According to ad legend, Bill Bernbach always carried a little note in his jacket pocket. A note he referred to whenever he was having a disagreement with a client. In small words, the note read, “They may be right.”


Here's my advice, and it starts a few rungs further down the humility ladder: always enter into any discussion (with clients, account executives, anybody) with the belief there is a 50 percent chance you are dead wrong. I mean, really believe in your heart you could be wrong.


I think such a belief adds a strong underpinning of persuasiveness to your argument. To listeners, it doesn't feel like you're forcing your opinion on them.


I often think it's analogous to the two kinds of ministers I've seen. The quiet and anonymous minister at a small church who invites me to explore his faith. And the noisy kind I see on TV, sweaty and red-faced, telling me the skin's going to bubble off my soul in hell if I don't repent now.


Which one is more persuasive to you?






Listening doesn't mean saying “yes.”


Listen, even when you don't want to. It doesn't cost you anything to listen. It's polite. And even if you think you disagree, by listening you may gather information you can later use to put together a more persuasive argument. (As they say, “Diplomacy is the art of saying ‘nice doggie' long enough to find a big rock.”)


I think our culture portrays passive postures (such as listening) as losing postures. But I think listening can help you kick butt. Relax. Breathe from your stomach. Listen.






Choose your battles carefully.


No matter how carefully you prepare your work, no matter how impeccable you are about covering every base, crossing every t, dotting every i, the client's red pencil is gonna come out. Someone is going to mess with your visual and change your copy.


H. G. Wells wrote, “No passion in the world is equal to the passion to alter someone's draft.”


We need to pause here for a minute so I can make this point as clear to you as I am able. It's an important one.


Millions of years of evolution have wired a network of biological certainties into the human organism. There is the need to eat. There is the need to sleep. And then, right before the need to procreate, is the client need to change every idea the agency presents. This need is spinal. Nothing you can do or say, no facts you lay down, no prayers you send up, will stop a client from diddling with your concept. It's something you need to accept as reality as early in your career as you can.


It didn't start with you, and it'll still be going on the day some Detroit agency presents its campaign for the new antigravity cars. The fact is, we're in a subjective industry—partly business and partly art. Everybody is going to have an opinion. But the clients have paid for the right to have their opinion. Advertising, ultimately, is a service industry.


Consider the drawing reprinted in Figure 16.2 of a client making changes to an ad as a frustrated copywriter looks on. I found this image in a book called Confessions of a Copywriter, which was published in 1930. That date again—1930.


 [image: An illustration of except for the clothes, this 1930 engraving of a client changing a writer's copy.]



Figure 16.2 Except for the clothes, this 1930 engraving of a client changing a writer's copy looks like it could have happened yesterday.


© Reprinted with permission of Dartnell Corporation.






They were doing it then, and I suspect they've been doing it since earliest recorded history. I have this image of a client in Egypt, looking at some hieroglyphs on the walls of the pyramids, saying, “I think instead of [image: An illustration of words written in pyramid.] we should say, [image: An illustration of words written in pyramid.].


Get used to it. Even some of the writing on this page about rewriting was rewritten by my publisher's editor. Nothing is safe.


I say, if they want to mess around with your body copy, let them. If they want to change the colors from red to green, let them. Any hieroglyphs they want to change, let ’em. Protect the pyramid. If you get out of there with the big idea intact, consider yourself a genius.


Tom Monahan says, “Squabbling over body copy and other details is not where the advertising battles are won. Ideas—big, differentiating, selling ideas—are what win. And anything that takes away even an ounce of energy from the creating or selling of those ideas is misdirected effort.”4 


The moral: don't win battles and lose the war.
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CREATIVE TESTING: BE AFRAID. BE VERY AFRAID.




In advertising, research isn't science.


Here's how advertising works: you toil for weeks to come up with a perfect solution to your client's business problem. Then your campaign is taken to an anonymous building on the outskirts of town and shown to a focus group—people who've been stopped in the mall the previous week, identified as target customers, and paid a small amount of money for their opinion.


After a long day working at their jobs, these tired pedestrians arrive at the research facility and are led into a small room without windows or hope. In this barren, forlorn little box, they are shown your work in its embryonic, half-formed state while you and the client watch through a one-way mirror.


Here's the amazing part. These people all turn out to be advertising experts with piercing insights on why every idea shown to them should be jammed into the nearest shredder fast enough to choke the chopping blades.


Yet, who can blame them? They've been watching TV since they were kids and have been bored by a hundred thousand hours of very, very bad commercials. Now it's payback time, Mr. Madison Avenue Goatee Man. And because they're seeing mere storyboards they think, wow, we get to kill the beast and crush its eggs.


Meanwhile, in the room behind the mirror, the client turns to you and says, “Well, looks like you're workin' the weekend.”


Welcome to advertising.


A committee, it has been said, is a cul-de-sac down which ideas are lured and quietly strangled. The same can be said for the committee's cousin, the focus group. But this research process, however wildly capricious and unscientific, is here to stay.


Clients are used to testing creative. They test their products. They test locations for their stores. They test the new flavor, the packaging, and the name on the top. And much of this kind of testing pays off. So don't think they're going to spend a couple million dollars airing a commercial based solely on your sage advice: “Hey, business dudes, I think this idea rocks.”


Used correctly, research can be very useful. What better way is there to get inside the customer's head and find out what people like and don't like, to understand how they live? The thing is, the good research isn't done in those beige suburban buildings, but downtown in the bars, asking drinkers about their favorite booze. Or at the malls, asking shoppers why they chose a certain product, or eavesdropping on real people anywhere as they talk about a category or a brand.


Of course, there's another place you can hear all this conversation. This marvelous place has reams of up-to-the-minute, real-time research and customer verbatims and it's all free. In Pete Barry's The Advertising Concept Book, Mike Troiano of Holland Mark Digital reveals a secret: “Introduce your clients to better, faster, cheaper, and more reliable feedback about their category, brand, and competition. Let them know they can ask questions and get instant answers. Or listen in on ongoing conversations.” It's called Twitter and Facebook. It's called the customer reviews on Amazon or in the blogs. You know, the web.


The thing is, the best people in the business use research to generate ideas, not to judge them. They use it at the beginning of the whole advertising process to find out what to say. When it's used to determine how to say it, great ideas suffer horribly. Should your work suffer at the hands of a focus group, and it will, there isn't much you can do except appeal to the better angels of your client's nature.


What follows are some arguments against the reading of sheep entrails—or the subjective “science” of testing creative.






Testing sketches of ideas doesn't work.


Testing, by its very nature, looks for what is wrong with an idea, not what is right. Look hard enough for something wrong and sure enough you'll find it. I could stare at a picture of the world's most beautiful woman and in a half hour I'd start to notice, is that some broccoli in her teeth? Look, right there between the lateral incisor and left canine, see?


Testing assumes people react intellectually to advertising, that people watching TV in their living rooms dissect and analyze these interruptions of their sitcoms. (“Honey, come in here. I think these TV people are forwarding an argument that doesn't track logically. Bring a pen and paper.”) Both you and I know their reactions are visceral and instantaneous.


Testing is inaccurate because customers simply do not know what they'll like until they see it out in the world. Steven Jobs said, “People don't know what they want until you show it to them. That's why I never rely on market research.”5  Then there's screenwriter William Goldman's famous observation about movies: “Nobody knows anything.” Meaning, nobody in Hollywood knows what works. If they did, every movie would be a blockbuster.


Testing rewards advertising that's happy, vague, and fuzzy because happy, vague, and fuzzy doesn't challenge the viewer.


Testing rewards advertising that's derivative because a familiar feel will score higher than advertising that's unique, strange, odd, or new—the very qualities that can lift fully executed advertising above the clutter.


If testing the tone of a video or commercial is important to a client, testing is inaccurate because 12 colored pictures pasted to a board will never communicate tone like the actual film footage, voice-over, and music.


Testing, no matter how well disguised, asks regular folks to be advertising experts. And invariably they feel obligated to prove it.


Finally, testing assumes we really know what makes advertising work and that it can be quantifiably analyzed. You can't. Not in my opinion. It's impossible to measure a live snake.


Bill Bernbach said, “We are so busy measuring public opinion, we forget we can mold it. We are so busy listening to statistics that we forget we can create them.”6  This simple truth about advertising is lost the minute a focus group sits down to do its business. In those small rooms, the power of advertising to affect behavior is not only subverted, it's reversed. The dynamic of a commercial coming out of the television to viewers is replaced with viewers telling the commercial what to say.


These arguments, for what they are worth, might come in handy someday, especially if you have a client who likes the commercial you propose but has to defend poor test scores to a management committee.*






Science cannot breathe life into something. Dr. Frankenstein already tried this.


David Ogilvy once said research is often used the way a drunk uses a lamppost: for support rather than illumination. It is research used to protect preconceived ideas, not to explore new ones.


Another way research can be used poorly is what I call permission research. This happens when agencies show advertising concepts to customers and ask if they like them or not. (“Man, it would be really great if you guys like this, because then we can put it on TV. C'mon, whattaya say?”)


What's unfortunate about permission research is it's often used by clients and agencies to validate terrible advertising. Yes, it all looks and sounds like science, but as prudent as such market inquiries appear on the surface, the argument is specious—because the very process of permission research and all its attendant consensus and compromise will always grind ideas into either vanilla or nonsense.


As an example of permission research, I cite an interesting and very funny study done in 1997 by a pair of Russian cultural anthropologists—Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid.7  With tongue firmly planted in cheek, these two researchers set out to ask the public, “What makes for a perfect painting? What does a painting need to have for you to want to hang it in your home?”


They did many tests and hosted hundreds of focus groups all over the world. Their findings, meticulously prepared and double-checked with customers were as follows: 88 percent of customers told them, “We like paintings that feature outdoor scenes.” The color blue was preferred by 44 percent of respondents. “Having a famous person” in the painting got the thumbs-up from a full 50 percent. Fall was the preferred season. And animals! You gotta have some animals.


All this research was compiled, and an actual painting was commissioned. The final “art” that came out of the lab (to nobody's surprise) was very bad, as you can see in Figure 16.3.


 [image: Photograph of George Washington standing to the left of a modern-day family.]



Figure 16.3 Here's what happens when you ask focus groups to art-direct a painting. And yes, that's George Washington standing to the left of a modern-day family.






The point? Research is best used to help craft a strategy, not an execution. As someone once observed, “You cannot paint the Mona Lisa by assigning one dab each to a thousand painters.”


To end on a positive note. These research companies make money by selling fear to clients. But as advertising campaigns evolve out of traditional media and into forms that can't be presented to focus groups, this may change. The day clients begin to realize you can't measure a live snake, the fear mongers will hold less sway over the business. (Knock on wood.)
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PROTECTING YOUR WORK.


Well, so much for research. If your concept manages to limp out of the focus groups alive, congratulations.


But even if your idea fares well in tests, if it's new and unusual the client is still likely to squirm. They may begin suggesting “minor changes.” The Chinese call this “the death by a thousand cuts.”


Minor changes kill great ideas, very slowly and with incredible pain. Less experienced clients are particularly good at asking you to take out “the load-bearing beam,” that one thing holding up the entire idea. By the time they've inflicted their thousandth minor change, both you and your idea will be begging for a swift bullet to the head. Sometimes you're going to need to deliver that bullet yourself. If one too many client changes have hurt your original idea, pull the trigger.




Base your defense on strategy.


Your client is not sitting at his office right now twiddling his thumbs, waiting for you to bring in your campaign. Marketing directors for consumer products companies may spend as little as 5 percent of their time on advertising issues—the balance on manufacturing, distribution, financing, and product development. In fact, the managerial strengths that got them to the job in the first place likely had nothing to do with an ability to judge advertising.


Keep this in mind when you go in to present: it isn't a client's job to know great work when they see it. They're generally numbers people.


Copywriter Dick Wasserman put it this way: “Corporate managers are inclined towards understatement. They value calm and quiet, abhor emotional displays, and do everything possible to make decisions in a dispassionate and objective manner. Advertising rubs them the wrong way. It is simply too much like show business for their taste.”8 


Presenting an intangible idea to some clients is like selling an invisible magic poetry machine to scientists. They can't see this imaginary machine, it sounds expensive, it all feels so magical and weird, and they're pretty sure they don't like poetry anyway.


To prevail with an audience like this, Alastair Crompton says, “Think like a creative person, but talk like an accountant.”9  Don't defend the work on emotional grounds or on the creativity of the execution. (“This visual is, I'm tellin' you, it's monstrous. It kills.”) Instead say, “This visual, as the focus groups bear out, communicates durability.” Base your defense on strategy.


You must be able to strategically track, step by step, how you arrived at your campaign. This means having all the relevant product/market/customer facts at your fingertips. There's no such thing as bulletproof, but your ideas might be able to dodge a few rounds if you can keep the conversation on strategy alone. After all, strategy's something the client had a hand in authoring. It's often a tough thing to do but let the work's creativity speak for itself.






Do not try to solve the problem in the meeting.


When a client asks you to make a change, you aren't required to either fix it or refute it there in the meeting. Be like that repair guy you see in the movies. Blow your nose, scratch yourself, and say, “Well, looks like I gotta take ’er back to the shop.”


Seriously. It's tempting to want to alleviate client concerns by fixing something on the fly right there in the presentation. If it's an easy and obvious one, well, go ahead. But resist the temptation to do any major work there in the room.


Listen carefully. Write down their issues. Play the concerns back to them so you know you have it right and they know you heard them. And then say, “Okay, let us huddle up and get back to you.”


In The Creative Companion, David Fowler put it this way:




For now, listen to the input you've received and solve the problem on the terms you've been given. Your anger is beside the point right now. Once you've proven you're a trooper by returning with thinking that follows the input, you can bring up your original idea again. It may get a better hearing the second time. Then again, it may have been a [bad idea] all along. Or, most likely, you'll have forgotten all about it, because you're onto something better.10 





Over the years, I've heard clients bring up the same issues time and again. Here are a few of them.






Somebody asks to cram more stuff into the idea.


Clients often ask for an ad to tout their full line of fine products. Who can blame them? The page they're buying seems roomy enough to throw in five or six more things besides your snappy little idea, doesn't it? But full-line ads are effective only as magazine thickener, nothing else.


The reason is simple. Customers never go shopping for full lines of products. I don't. Do you? (“Honey, start the car. We're going to the mall to buy everything.”) Customers have specific needs. It stands to reason ideas addressing specific needs are more effective. There's that old saying, “The hunter who chases two rabbits catches neither.”


So, if your clients say they have three important things to say, tell them they need three ads.






Somebody says, “Negative approaches are wrong.”


Well, you can start by pointing out that what they just said was negative but communicated their position quite respectably. But there are some other rebuttals you can try.


Take a look at the photograph reprinted in Figure 16.4. It's a very positive image, isn't it? There's happiness and cheerful camaraderie all around, and everybody's enjoying the client's fine product. It's also so boring I want to saw off my right foot just so I can feel something, feel anything.


It's boring because there is no tension in the picture. No question left unanswered. No story. No drama. And consequently, no interest.


Perhaps you could begin by explaining to them all that stuff we talked about in Chapter 7. About conflict and storytelling. The most basic tenet of drama (and we are indeed in the business of dramatizing the benefits of our clients' products) is conflict. The bad guy (competition) moseys into town, kicks open the saloon door, and Cowboy Bob (your client) looks up from his card game.


Conflict = drama = interest. Without it, you have no story to tell. And consequently, no interest.


 [image: Photograph shows a family having a meal.]



Figure 16.4 Q: “Why can't you ad people do something positive?” A: This is why.






The brutal truth is that people don't slow down to look at the highway; they slow down to look at the highway accident. That doesn't mean we're all morbid rubberneckers. We're simply wired to scan for interruptions to the status quo and when trouble and conflict happen, they show up brightly on our radar.


The thing to remember about trouble and conflict in a commercial is this: as long as your client's product is ultimately portrayed in a positive light or is seen to solve a customer problem, the net takeaway is positive.


As Tom Monahan pointed out, “The true communication isn't what you say. It's what the receiver takes away.”11 






Somebody asks, “Why are we wasting 25 seconds of our TV spot entertaining people?”


Other ways clients ask this is, “Can we mention the product sooner?” Or “Can't we just get to the point?”


This happens because many clients mistakenly believe people watch television to see their commercials. (“Honey, get in here! The commercial's about to start!”)


There is no entitlement to the customer's attention. It is earned.


And make no mistake, we're not starting from zero with customers. Thanks to Whipple, Snuggles, and Digger the Dermatophyte Nail Fungus, we're starting at less than zero. There is a high wall around every customer. And every day another brick is added.


You need to get your clients to see that “wasted” time in the spot is in fact the active ingredient in a good commercial. You're not welcome until customers like you. And they won't like you until they listen to you. And they won't listen to you if you open your pitch with bulleted copy points of your product's superiority.


If you look at advertising in terms of the ol' door-to-door salesman analogy, we can't just dispense with knocking on the door. Clients who say “let's lose all that entertainment stuff” are really saying: “Forget the introducing ourselves at the door. Forget that doorbell crap, too. In fact, let's just jimmy the lock with a brochure and barge into the kitchen with a fistful of facts. We'll make ’em listen.


You can't. You're not welcome until they're interested in you.






The best defense: Educate clients with examples of great advertising.


Your clients did not go to a portfolio school, or an art school, and probably never read one book on advertising. This is not a failing because understanding what makes great advertising isn't their job. Many clients achieved their position in marketing by being good salespeople in the field. You got your job by studying great campaigns and becoming good at using words, pictures, and technology to make interesting things. The issue here is how to close this gap.


The question I hear most from students and audience members is, “How can we get our client to start buying better work?” The answer: educate them. Show your clients what great work looks like. Send them links to great examples from the One Show, D&AD, Cannes, and lovetheworkmore.com. Or a subscription to Communication Arts. Take them to your local American Advertising Federation awards show. Share your excitement about what brilliant advertising looks like.






Outlast the objections.


I hope having one or two of these counterarguments in your quiver helps you save an idea one day. But the reality of this business is much of the time nothing you say is going to pull a concept out of the fire. If a client doesn't like it, it's going to burn.


The reasons clients have for not liking an idea often defy analysis. I once saw a client kill an ad because it pictured a blue flyswatter. Why the client killed it, he wouldn't say. “Just consider it dead.” When pressed for an explanation months later, he implied he'd had a “bad experience” with a blue flyswatter as a child. The room grew quiet, and we changed the subject.


So, get ready for it. It's gonna happen. I wish I could tell you why, but in a world full of all kinds of phobias (fear of germs, fear of spiders), apparently there's no fear of mediocrity.


All is not lost, though. You have one last weapon in your arsenal: persistence. I once read the definition of success is simply getting up one more time than you fall.


To that end, I urge you to simply outlast the clients. I don't mean by digging in your heels, but by rolling past their resistance, like a stream around a rock. I once did 13 campaigns on one assignment for a very difficult client. Thirteen different campaigns over the period of a year, and each one was killed for increasingly irrational reasons. But each campaign we came back with was good.


They kept killing them, but they killed the campaign only 13 times. The thing is, we presented 14.






[image: ]



PICKING UP THE PIECES.




There's always another idea.


Instead of fighting to save an idea, here's another thought. After you come up with an idea, do what Mark Fenske told me. “Pat it on the rear and say, ‘good luck, little buddy' and send it on its way.”


Mark believes you shouldn't make a career of protecting work. Alex Bogusky has said the same thing. He says the agency is an idea factory. “You don't like this one? Fine. We'll make more.” Maybe they're right. In the end, perhaps the best way to work is this: come up with the best idea you can and walk away. There's going to be another opportunity to do a great idea tomorrow.






Once work is approved, don't lose vigilance.


I find when I've sold an idea I didn't think would ever sell, I become so happy I lose my critical faculties and blithely allow the idea to wander off into production unescorted. I forget to follow through and keep sweating the details.


Moral: don't fumble in the end zone.






Don't get depressed when work is killed.


The work you come back with is usually better. And when you're feeling down in the dumps, remember nothing gets you back on your feet faster than a great campaign.


Sometimes the playing field changes when a campaign is killed. For one thing, you know more now about what the client wants. Also, you'll probably be left with a shorter deadline. A curse, but a blessing, too. If the media's been bought and time is running out, the client may have to buy your idea. So, make it great.


If the client doesn't buy number two or three or four, hang in there. The highs in the business are very high and the lows very low. Learn not to take either one too seriously.


James Michener once observed, “Character consists of what you do on the third and fourth tries.”






After you've totaled a car, you can still salvage stuff out of the trunk.


Okay, so the client killed everything. But you know what? You can still get something out of the deal.


If you're part of the presentation, you can at least improve your relationship with the client. I don't think there's any client who actually enjoys killing work. Ask any creative director about killing work; it's easier to just say yes and avoid the confrontation. The client likely knows you've worked hard on it.


If you can take the loss like a professional and still sit there and be your same funny self and ask, “Okay, so what is it we need to do here?” you will build rapport. Clients will admire your grit and trust you more the second time around.






If you're not producing agency work, do freelance.


Some agencies don't like it. They figured they invited you to the dance, so you should dance with them. But you do have to watch out for yourself. You need to keep adding to your portfolio. So, if you find yourself in an agency that's producing only meeting fodder and rewrites, maybe it's fair to flirt with a small client who needs a few ads. Just don't pin them up in the company break room.


Not only will doing the occasional freelance campaign keep your book fresh, it can keep your hopes alive during a bleak stretch and keep you excited about the possibilities of this business.






Keep a file of great dead ideas.


I called mine “the Morgue” and referred back to it many times, sometimes reanimating old ideas, every so often for the same client who originally killed them. Just don't make the mistake I did.


Here's what happened. My agency had two big bank clients. Bank A killed an idea I'd presented to them, so I sold it to Bank B. Two weeks later, Bank A calls and says, “You know that idea you showed us? We've decided we like it.” How the poor account teams on Banks A and B got us out of that fix is lost to history.


Anyway, most creative people do all their concepting in big, fat, blank books. Once they're full, we keep ’em handy on the shelf. Nothing gets thrown away. Except by clients.
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Figure 17.1 A 1990s recruitment ad for Fallon McElligott in Minneapolis.










  
    



17
JUST START WORLD WAR III: WHAT IT TAKES TO GET INTO THE BUSINESS.






GONE ARE THE DAYS when juniors were hired off the street because of a few promising scribbles on notebook paper and the fire in their eyes. The ad schools are pouring kids out onto the street, many of them with highly polished online portfolios. Question is, should you go to one?








If you can afford tuition to an ad school, go.


Frank Anselmo, of the School of Visual Arts, advises anyone seeking an ad career to enroll in a school:




There's no way to replicate being in a room with peers who are all hell-bent on kicking each other's butts every week. It's like ballplayers competing for the same position midseason before playoffs. Part of what's great about being in a class is the requirement to come in every week with new ideas. That constant expectation of your brain to keep pushing, it really makes you step up your game.





As of this writing, the top-rated professional schools on my list are the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena, Brigham Young University in Provo, the Creative Circus in Atlanta, Miami Ad School, NYC's School of Visual Arts, the University of Texas in Austin, and Virginia Commonwealth University's Brandcenter in Richmond.


Up in Canada, my friends Nancy Vonk and Janet Kestin say they're seeing good students come out of Ontario College of Art and Design University, and Mohawk College in Hamilton. My friend Anthony Kalamut runs a good ad program at Seneca College. And with Suzanne Pope at Humber, they must be pretty good, too.


In the UK, most people seem to like the School of Communication Arts 2.0. It's not a degree sort of university, but during the one-year course students work off actual briefs and are tutored by working creative directors in London. Also well-respected is University College Falmouth and Central St. Martins College of Art and Design. There's also the Watford Course at West Herts College.


In Europe, there's the Berghs School of Communication in Stockholm, who seem to kill it every year in the One Show's student competition. Insiders tell me the Miami Ad School's best campuses are in Madrid and Berlin. In Australia, check out the AWARD School as well as RMIT University; for New Zealanders, there are the Media Design School as well as the Auckland University of Technology. In India, sources tell me the top two places to look at are the Mudra Institute of Communications in Ahmedabad and the Xaviers Institute of Communication in Mumbai.


If you're more of the tech type, it's hard to beat Hyper Island (nestled in the Swedish town of Karlskrona). Here in the United States, our version of Hyper Island is Boulder Digital Arts. There's also a funky, informal place in New York a techy friend told me about called the School for Poetic Computation.* They do a lot of remote learning. I'm sure other good digital schools will appear after this book goes to print.


Don't beat yourself up trying to decide which of these schools is the very best. They all offer various degrees and they all rock in one way or another. Find one where you like the vibe.


If you simply haven't got the money and can't attend a school, don't give up. You'll have a much steeper hill to climb, undoubtedly, because you'll be competing with students who've set aside a year or two of their lives to fully concentrate on putting together a terrific portfolio. In the end, however, it all comes down to the work you can put together—your portfolio website.


To get a job in the creative side of this business, you'll need to create a website that holds eight or nine speculative campaigns that show how you think. If you can put together that many great campaigns, the top graduate of the best school has nothing on you. However, if you're still pounding the pavement after a year with your homemade book, maybe it'll be time to think about enrolling in one of the creative schools. This is particularly true if you want to be an art director. Unlike copywriting, even junior art directors must have certain graphic, production, and digital skills to get in the door.


Before you start on the journey, be ready for the possibility you may not be cut out for this business. The creative schools are aware of this fact and, after a few unproductive semesters, students who clearly demonstrate they're not cut out for the creative path will often be gently redirected. Many students figure this out for themselves along the way and still go on to find fulfilling careers at agencies as strategists, media planners, or account people. Until you know for sure, keep all your options open.


If, however, you are—at your core—creative, then it becomes a matter of immersing yourself in the crafts of writing and art direction, storytelling, and creative tech. These are just skills, crafts; they're something you can get better at with practice.


Once you decide to go for a creative career, give your portfolio your everything. Your book will be the single most important piece you work on in your career. It is your foot in the door, your résumé, your agent, your spokesperson, and a giant fork in the road to your eventual career. And like a good chess opening, the better it is, the more advantages you'll discover through the rest of the game.






Ad agencies aren't the only creative game in town anymore.


Today, good creative people have more than just ad agencies to choose from. Take BuzzFeed, for example. This is a company that loves ad students and hires them by the booth-at-Starbuck's-full. What do they do at BuzzFeed? “We work with marketers,” reads their site, “to produce sponsored branded content, articles, and videos designed to be shareable on social media.” If that sounds like a job description for an agency creative person, well, it is. Facebook, too, has an in-house creative unit and Google and Apple offer similar opportunities.


“We're no longer competing just with other advertising agencies,” says Bob Jeffrey of J. Walter Thompson. “Now there's also Facebook, Google, Vice, Maker Studios, and a whole bunch of other content players we compete with.” Amy Hoover, president of recruitment company Talent Zoo, says almost half the creative jobs out there today are not at agencies. They're at big Silicon Valley powerhouses and little start-ups. They're also at in-house agencies at the big-box companies: your Lowe's, your Targets, your Staples. Their money's just as green as any agency's, and I know a whole bunch of people who've had long, happy, wonderful careers in the in-house industry.


If you're not exactly sure yet what job you want in the industry, no worries. You don't have to know right now. Many people enter the advertising field knowing only that they dig it. They like the creative vibe and the range of challenges and opportunities they see there. As you enter college or an ad school, it's okay to keep your options open for a while. Eventually, when you create your final website, you'll have to declare a specialty, but for now, just learn.


Maybe you'll lean more into art direction, maybe copywriting, or creative tech. There's room for all kinds in an agency. Well, room for everyone except “Idea Guys”—you know, people who gesture with finger guns and go, “I just do the ideas, babe.”


So, where to start?






If you're a writer working alone, your ideas will have to shine through your so-so art direction.


Concept comes first, then execution. At the end of the day, ideas beat art direction. That should be comforting news if you're a writer having to art direct your own work. Ideas beat everything.


Here's an example of an idea so good, even a bad drawing doesn't get in the way. I am right-handed. With my left hand, I have rendered a famous Nike ad from a British agency (Figure 17.2). With a concept this great, any recruiter or CD can see past the rough execution to the brilliance of the idea. As ugly as my drawing is, if you could put together a string of ideas this great, you'll make the team.


Given the rise of the advertising schools out there, the way your work looks is more important than ever—even for us copywriters. Books with good ideas that are poorly art-directed will simply not get the same attention from agencies. (Come to think of it, it's no different from when I was in high school, and the good-looking kids got all the attention, with all their cool clothes and their daddy's car and … oh …, I digress.)


Bottom line: the competition is fierce. Look your best.






If you have a partner, why not apply as a team?


Big agencies, in particular, like to hire young creatives in pairs. They know you and your partner, together, are likely to hit the ground running. Pre-matched teams also help an agency avoid the risk of randomly pairing a new hire with just anyone in the agency. Pairings don't always click.


 [image: Schematic illustration of a highly polished layout of a so-so concept.]



Figure 17.2 To make my point, I've redrawn this famous Nike billboard with my left hand, although I'm right-handed. A highly polished layout of a so-so concept won't hold a candle to a great idea, even one produced like this.






One other thing. As the world rights itself from the effects of the pandemic, many agencies are a little slower at hiring on-ground creatives. Agencies have found the whole remote-working thing costs them a lot less. Unfortunately, it costs the creative process more. Concepting over Zoom? (Not that I would know, but it sounds a little like phone sex.) Better to have your partner working in the room with you.






Apprentices study the work of masters.


Go to the ad blogs. Go to oneclub.org, dandad.org, and Lürzer's Archive. Perhaps the best site for studying work is lovetheworkmore.com, created by Quynh Tran and Toan Mai.


Design fads come and go, but the classic advertising structures endure. See what makes the ideas work. Take them apart. Put them back together.






Study the sites of other creatives.


My friend Anthony Kalamut from Seneca College told me,




I tell my students “know your competition.” In the agency world, we do competitive analyses of other brands, and you need to do the same. Google a creative person you admire, check out their website, check out their work. Visit other ad school websites; look at their student work. This is the best barometer to check your work against.1 





Like he said, every ad school out there has a website. Somewhere on each one you'll find a section showcasing the work and the websites of their graduates. Go study them.


Study also the formatting of these websites. Obviously, you can't copy the ideas, but if you like the format of a particular website or how it flows, adapt it for your own.
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THE WORK.




Come up with monstrous ideas, not just monstrous ads.


“The best way to impress a CD,” says Frank Anselmo, “is to show something they've never seen the likes of. An idea that's more than just another print or digital piece but one that defies or even reinvents the medium. An idea so new it defies being categorized.” He goes on to say, “When you have work this good you become more than ‘that one kid with the great portfolio.' You become ‘the one who did the—fill-in-the-blank—thing.'”2 


Do something big and marvelous and wonderful. Be inspired by the ideas you've seen in this book. IKEA's “Human Catalog.” DNA Discounts for AeroMexico. Heinz's “Draw Ketchup.” Velocity's “The Billion Point Giveaway.” Burger King's “Burn That Ad,” “WhopperFreakout,” and “Moldy Whopper.” These were all way beyond ads.


Of the many CDs I've talked with about junior books, all of them remember hiring kids who had a piece of work so good, it made them actually gasp. Looking back on my own years of hiring, pretty much every kid whose work gave me one of those OMG moments, I hired.






Do not show just ads. Show mind-roasting campaign ideas executed in a variety of media.


Almost anybody can do a decent ad if they work at it long enough. But skilled ad people think in campaigns and so should you. Fill your portfolio with eight or nine great campaigns. And remember, campaigns aren't three one-shots strung together by a common typeface, but one big fat idea executed across a whole range of different media.


Keep in mind it's not a campaign to simply resize one idea to fit newspaper, then outdoor, then online. Trying to drag a print-based idea kicking and screaming into the digital space is no good—by the time it gets there, it's dead anyway. You need to show us how muscular and flexible your core idea is with different executions across a variety of media, tailor-made for each medium and leveraging the medium's strengths. This is why it's best to go into each project with no particular medium in mind. Let the idea drive the media you choose.


In an interview, Rob Schwartz of TBWA/Chiat also encouraged ad students to think in big campaigns: “It's not just ‘I can do one good print ad.' It's ‘I can do a holistic, fully integrated, major, big chunky thought that's media infinite.' It can run on TV, it can run in print, it can run in someone's dinner conversation, and the public relations people can work with it.”3 






“Show me an original voice.”


That quotation is from Susan Hoffman, ECD of the mighty Wieden+Kennedy. She did a Zoom visit to my class one day, and this was the point she closed on.


Clever is good. Digital is great. Beautiful design, yes, gotta have it. But the most important thing she looks for is an original voice. For somebody who sees the world in a unique way.






Now is not the time to play it safe.


As you put your book together, err on the side of recklessness. It's the one time in your career you get to pick the client and write the strategy. If you're not pushing to the edge now, when are you going to start? A junior book should be the most fun thing a recruiter gets to look at all day. There are no clients or CDs telling you what to do. Swing for the fences.






Nor is this the time to be clueless and naive.


Don't fill your book with outrageous ads that would have no real chance of ever being approved. Swear words in the headlines, sexual jokes, stuff like that is all fine when you're working with your partner and messing around. But when you include stuff like this in your book, what it says about you isn't flattering. (“Hello, I'm a clueless young creative with no business sense whatsoever.”)


Do stuff that has a real chance of client approval.






Round out your portfolio with a variety of goods and services.


Don't try to add your take on the latest, award-winning Nike campaign. It's tempting to do so, but you set yourself up for a harsh comparison to work that's extremely good.


Just pick some products you like. Start a file on them. Fill it with inspiring ideas you see in the One Show and D&AD. Fill it with bad ads you gather from everywhere else. Start jotting down every little thing that feels like it could be an idea. Don't edit. Just start. You like mountain biking? Great, start a file; maybe do a campaign that pitches the sport to joggers.*


Make sure to also choose some boring products—products without any real differences to distinguish them (besides the work you're about to do). A sporting goods retail chain. A mid-priced hotel brand. You figure it out. Find a way to make them fascinating.


Pick real brands that are actually advertising, but doing it poorly. Your ideas for the local bakery, your brother's auto shop, and the dry cleaner simply aren't as impressive as work you do for an airline, a brand of clothing, a food processor. Take on real stuff.


You might try concepting for a product you've never used and never will. If you're a guy, write subscription ads for Brides magazine. The fresh mind you bring to the category may help you get to some interesting places.


Jamie, my agency recruiter friend, told me, “My favorite books are the ones which come from agencies with crappy clients. If a person can make something good from some of the godawful products I see … that is someone with brains and drive.” My friend Bob Barrie concurs: “Do great ads for boring products.”


And, finally, take a shot at a campaign for a packaged good. Like lipstick, soup, or bouillon cubes. Don't touch Hot Wheels toy cars or Tabasco sauce. Everybody in the space-time continuum has a campaign on those.


And finally, I implore you, please, no pee-pee jokes, potty humor, and for the love of God, no cheeky condom ads. All these things have been done to death. You won't just be beating a dead horse. You'll be beating the dust from the crumbling rocks of the fossilized bones of an extinct species of pre-horse crushed between two glaciers in the Miocene Era.


And a quick note to you guys? Please give the dick jokes a rest. I swear, I see so many guys come into class with offensive ideas about dicks and hotties and boobs and I just want to weep for humanity. (I may stop pointing out this failing to these guys, knowing as I do most recruiters are women.)


Now, back to getting started. To help you think about the kinds of products that might make for a good student book, I provide the following list. It's by no means definitive, just stuff I've seen over the years. Generally, you want your portfolio to feature brand names your best friend's mom would recognize.








	Hampton Inns

	Staples

	An airline






	eHarmony

	Sealy mattresses

	Frye boots 




	Samsonite

	Jim Beam

	Home Depot 




	Swatch watches

	Sherwin-Williams

	Any big sports team 




	Happy Eggs

	Beyond Meat

	DeWalt or Ryobi 




	Tourism for a state

	Zillow

	Airstream 




	Timberland

	E*Trade

	A cat or dog food 




	A green laundry detergent

	Progresso soups

	Whirlpool 
  


When you're done, your book should show the ability to think creatively and strategically on goods and services, both hard and soft. It should show conceptual muscle, technological savvy, a unique point of view, and stylistic range.






Your portfolio should show a variety of styles.


Not all ads, not all websites, not all headlines, not all visuals, but a good mix of everything you're capable of.


This advice applies particularly to aspiring art directors and specifically to page design, whether the page is in print or online. Show work that demonstrates your ability to handle type. Show work that's all visual, or all headline, or ads with a lot of elements that require great design. Flex a lot of muscles. The same advice applies to writers. Show a range of voice. I've seen portfolios written entirely in one voice: snark. Vary your writing voices: gothic, emotional, high luxury, street, whatever's right for the brand.


One last thing to watch out for. Many student books show ability to think conceptually but demonstrate little mastery of craft. Too often I see a photo pulled off the web with a headline slapped on top of it and some copy below. There's no layering, no texture, no artistry. But to be hired as an art director at a good agency, they'll expect you to know how to fire up Adobe's Creative Suite and make it beg for mercy.


The Virginia Holocaust Museum poster shown in Figure 17.3 (from The Martin Agency) is an example of extraordinary craft. The black-and-white image here doesn't do the campaign justice. Google a hi-rez image of this and you'll be able to get a better look at the craft of high-level art direction: The headline spray-painted on a rusty scrap of old tin, with a drop shadow. The grain of the wood in the vintage clipboard. The period typography of an old typewriter, and the elegant design of the objects on the page.


 [image: Schematic illustration of the masterpiece of executional detail is one of four made by The Martin Agency.]



Figure 17.3 This masterpiece of executional detail is one of four made by The Martin Agency. I encourage you to find the campaign on Google and study it in hi-rez.






Susan Hoffman, ECD of Wieden+Kennedy, said it very plainly: “I think the craft of design has disappeared. For an art director position, I'm not interested in a conceptual art director only. I want a conceptual art director who knows how to design.”4  That's Susan Hoffman talking, folks. Executive creative director of Wieden.






Whatever you make, make it way better than it has to be made.


Let's pause here to discuss the importance of polish in your executions.


Remember how it felt the first time you held a new iPod or iPhone? Remember the delight you felt with every detail? The texture of the metal, the precious curve of the housing, the click of each button? Even the box it came in was amazing.


I doubt I'm the only one who thought these angelic details made those little devices from Cupertino feel perfect—not just good, but perfect. At Apple, they call this design ethos making something “insanely great.”


Apple isn't the only place you can enjoy the benefits of fanatical attention to detail. You can hear it in the slam of a new Audi's door, feel it in the delicious weight of a Waterford crystal glass; hear it in any Beatles song. (Well, I hear it anyway.) Point is, all of these things are made way better than they have to be.


We've discussed the crafts of art direction and copywriting. I want to emphasize the importance of employing these crafts to the very best of your ability, the importance of doing work that is insanely great. Because in the end these skills are all you have at your command to get a reader or viewer to lean in. And this leaning in is the goal for any artist, especially us advertising artists.


Let me describe what I mean by “leaning in.”


Over the years I've judged many advertising award shows, and for the print portion of these competitions (back then, anyway), thousands of ads were laid out on a series of long tables: rooms filled with thousands of ideas. The advertising judges (usually slightly crispy from carousing in the bars the night before) wandered up and down the aisles looking for creative work they thought worthy of recognizing in the final cut. While judging the work, I also watched the judges judge. Invariably, I witnessed a magic little moment—when the judge stopped, bent at the waist, and leaned in to more closely study a particular piece. What is it, I wondered, that made the judge lean in?


Over the years, I've come to believe the operative element is subliminal, not “subliminal advertising,” the way Vance Packard complained about in his ’50s conspiracy book, The Hidden Persuaders. No, the operative element we're talking about here is subliminal quality.


The very word sublime helps explain this point. Limen is Latin for “threshold.” Subliminal, then, means below the threshold of awareness. We're talking about baking quality so far into a thing that people perceive its quality subconsciously. They know they're looking at something of quality before they're even conscious of the realization. When a thing is made way better than it has to be made, its quality comes off of it in waves.


Craft is what makes us lean in to get closer to any beautiful thing, be it a painting, a store window, or a poster. Many in the industry worry about the future of craft given the speed at which modern agencies have to make things. In an interview, Ignacio Oreamuno, considered the question “Whatever happened to craft?”




Art and craft are the only things setting us apart from clients. If a commercial message of any kind is going to stop me, it's going to have to be absolutely arrestingly beautiful. The products we buy, the commercials we see, and the stores we go into need to become more and more beautiful. To do that, art directors, designers, and copywriters have to slow down, take a deep breath, and go back to the roots of our business. An online campaign can't be just interactive and funny. It has to be gorgeous. A banner can't just be clever, it has to have beautiful typography. The photos we use have to be good enough to make you want to lick the screen on your brand-new iPad.5 





Unsurprisingly, this involves work. But it pays off, as my old Fallon friend Bob Blewett wrote in his self-published book, Paste-Up. “I believe the effort and struggle to create simplicity and grace live on in the work like a soul … and as the ad leaves the agency, your effort and care stand over the ad like a benediction.”6 


Blewett's benediction is the force I've been trying to get at here, the force that makes someone lean in to study a creation of beauty. There's no shortcut around Blewett's requirement; it takes “effort and struggle.” It means sweating the details of whatever ad or script or site you're working on and going to any length to get it right. It means not letting the smallest thing slide. If a thing bothers you, you work on it until it doesn't bother you, and then you keep working on it until it pleases you.


What you get for your trouble is described by Dave Wallace in his book on creative theory, Break Out. He likens the final approach toward a perfect idea to the sounds different kinds of glassware make when you tap them. A so-so concept is like an ordinary jam jar. Hit it with your fingernail and you get an uninspiring tung sound. A tap on a nice wine glass might give you a more pleasing tang. But a Waterford crystal idea, where you've done a thing perfectly, when all the molecules march in step and the stars align, there's that unmistakable ting.7 


Tung. Tang. Ting. Don't stop until you get to ting.


Curiously, poet William Butler Yeats also used the metaphor of sound to convey perfection in an idea. He said the sound a good poem makes when it finishes is like “a lid clicking shut on a perfectly made box.”


This unwavering attention to detail will not only improve your craft and your client's fortunes, it will improve you.







Freed minds can think. Trained minds can execute.
 









Your portfolio has to have strong digital or interactive ideas.


The chief criticism most recruiters and CDs have about student portfolios is a lack of strong digital and interactive work.


I've heard some students respond to this criticism by pointing out they have, for example, a couple of Twitter posts as the “digital part” of one campaign and a video made for YouTube in another. Although such executions are in fact digital, this isn't what such criticisms are addressing.


To compete with the best junior portfolios out there, you're going to need several digital-only campaigns. At the center of each of these campaigns should be a digital engine that defines the campaign. A tent pole that holds up the whole idea.


As an example, consider this Iceland tourism idea from M&C Saatchi titled, “Looks Like You Need to Let It Out.” Airing as it did right when the pandemic lockdowns began to ease, it leveraged the intense frustration people had from months of take-out food, Zoom meetings, and face masks.


The country's tourism board offered a website where you could record your scream and have it released into Iceland's beautiful echoing landscapes (from speakers placed in a few spots in the distant tundra). Along with the interactive part, the site also featured beautiful photography and relevant information and links for people planning their first post-pandemic vacation.


As you can see, there is no “digital part” to this idea. It is all digital.






Don't do an app, unless …


Do an app only if you have some monstrously cool idea that meets an unmet customer need.


If you do have such an idea, don't try to show the user path with a series of teeny eye-chart phone screens. Build a prototype. Building apps has never been easier. Being a Mac person (and most people in the business are), I'd go to the Apple Developer Program.


One great example of how effective this kind of ingenuity in a student book can be is the “Avoid Humans” app. While still at VCU Brandcenter, Matt Garcia (and his partner) created and built a web app that reversed the check-in data from the then-popular Foursquare. It showed users the restaurants/bars/coffee shops with the fewest people. The CDs at GSD&M were so impressed by the utility of this piece, they hired Matt and then helped him improve the app. It turned out to be a big hit at the (extremely crowded) SXSW Interactive in Austin.


Remember, don't make things for the internet. Make things out of the internet.






Client work that's been produced isn't a good enough reason to have it in your book.


The work must also be great. Yes, it is great you've had some real-world experience, perhaps in an internship or freelance. And it's cool you've tackled some real-world problems. But if the work isn't great, don't put it in the main part of your portfolio's landing page. Give it its own page, perhaps in the extras section. (More on the “extras” section later.)






Nobody expects your first book to include TV commercials.


If you're young and just trying to get into the business, don't try to put a TV commercial on your site. Note I'm saying TV commercials, not videos. There's nothing wrong with including a cool video you made, videos that could appear on a client's site or YouTube. But actual TV commercials usually require a budget and a polish that's beyond the capabilities of most beginners.


That said, if you happen to have a mind-roastingly great TV idea and it's something you can shoot with your phone, well, okay, go for it. Generally, though, it's better to address television by including it as one part of an integrated campaign; describe the spot in a sentence and, if the idea needs it, throw in a key frame.


Same thing with radio. Recruiters don't expect junior books to have finished radio commercials. And whatever you do, no TV or radio scripts. If you think you must, put them in the extras section.






If you're looking to land a copywriter's position, show some writing, for Pete's sake.


As a junior copywriter in an agency, your first 500 assignments are likely to be writing headlines for some airline's 500 destinations or pages of content for social media.


Show your writing. A lot of it.


Show me some muscular, intelligent headlines. In Breaking In, creative director Pat McKay says: “It's good to have … a headline campaign. I want to see if [you] can spit out great headlines, crystallized clever distillations of the main idea.”8  For a reminder of what crystallized clever distillations look like, revisit The Economist headlines listed in Chapter 5.


In addition to short bursts of brilliance in headlines, also show me you can write something longer—some long-form content for online, a brochure, or maybe a brand manifesto. The format doesn't matter as long as the writing nails a tone, is intelligent, and flows like buttah.






Just before you put the final book together, cut everything that isn't great.


Novelist Elmore Leonard had a great line about his creative process: “I try to leave out the parts people skip.”


That's good advice about writing as well as for assembling your final book. If you have any doubts about something, cut it. Leaving even one weak piece in your book can make a creative director doubt your judgment. It's weird, but people often judge your talent based on the weakest work in your book, not the strongest.
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PUTTING YOUR WEBSITE TOGETHER.


As of this writing there are three or four programs for building websites most designers agree on: Squarespace, Wix, and Webflow. Wordpress can be a fine choice as well.


Judging from my experience with students, Squarespace and Wix, with their fairly intuitive drag-and-drop tools, are the most popular. Webflow's browser-based visual editing software takes a little longer to learn but no coding is needed. Whatever system you settle on, make sure the load times are minimal and your site is easy to navigate. A pet peeve of every recruiter is having to go backward to find the button to click forward.


When you create the name of your full site, spend a few bucks and get your own customized URL. You don't wanna have to send people to janedoe.wix.com. (That's kinda like living with your parents.)


Make your site look great no matter what device it's viewed on: mobile, tablet, or laptop. And before you start sharing your URL, log on to your site from all three platforms and do a user test. CD Ryan Carroll adds, “If I like your mobile site, I might go to my laptop to it in more detail. But I can usually tell from the mobile site alone if I want to call you in for an interview. Also, having a site built for mobile says you get it.”


As for the aesthetic of the design of each page, the same rules apply to your website as to the work you're putting in it. Don't get hung up in the presentation. Just showcase your ideas cleanly and get out of the way. The work is everything.




The two prime directives: Speed and clarity.


Take to heart what one recruiter told me about student websites: “Make me fall in love with you in three seconds.”


Recruiters should be able to fly through your site, starting with your best campaign upper left (that's how Westerners read anyway), then click on the center campaign, then click on the right, and just barrel along clickety-split with nothing to slow ’em down.


Do not stop people at your landing page just so you can put on some sort of jazz-hands video and then require them to hit an enter button. When a recruiter clicks on your URL, they want to see your work now. All your campaigns should be represented right there, above the fold. Don't make them click yet again or have to scroll down to find a reason to hire you.


Once a reviewer opens a campaign page, show the pieces in large enough images so viewers can see the details, including body copy. Keep the layout of your pages spare and don't let clutter distract from a clean click-through of your work.


As the pieces in a campaign transition from one medium to another, clearly label each change in media: OUTDOOR, SOCIAL, IN-STORE, and so on.


If you loved your creative partners' contributions, list their names right after the very last piece in the campaign. You may even wish to insert a link to their site.


Finally, at the bottom of each campaign page, give the viewer every option for where to go to next. In a row along the very bottom, list all the brands in your book as links to their respective pages and below that, two final buttons: BACK TO TOP and NEXT.


“The bottom line is this: make your site user-friendly,” says Seneca's Kalamut. “Concentrate on the UX. The recruiter needs to flow through the work with ease, seamlessly from campaign to campaign … with a quick way of getting to your contact info. Make sure your site also includes connections to your LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, and make sure the links work and are ‘live'” (lower left in Figure 17.4).


There's one last version of your portfolio you'll need before you take your show on the road. Interviews can sometimes take place in places without wi-fi and so you'll need a Plan B. The solution is an offline portfolio. Having your best work ready to show in a keynote presentation can be a lifesaver. You can also arrange your work in the form of a long scrollable PDF. (Remember most PDFs will be viewed in a landscape orientation, so maximize the images and minimize the scrolling.)


 [image: Schematic illustration of the landing page which can look very different from this boilerplate design.]



Figure 17.4 Your landing page can look very different from this boilerplate design. I think it's helpful here though, just for reviewing stuff a site ought to have.










Put name and your job title at the top somewhere.


Say up-front whether you're a writer, art director, or creative tech. And please, don't forget to make your contact information easy to find. Most people put it either in the ABOUT page or have a special CONTACT page.






Give special love and attention to your “About Me” section.


CDs and recruiters tell me this is the section they go to first, even before checking out the work.


Typically, the ABOUT ME button is placed somewhere near the top with the other important navigation buttons all in a row: WORK, ABOUT ME, EXTRA. You may give these buttons any names you want as long as it's clear what a user can expect to see when they click on it.


“This section,” says CD Ryan Carroll, “is an opportunity to make me like you; really like you. It's almost as important as your work, so don't blow it off or half-ass it. If you purport to be a writer and you can't make me like you with words or entertain me for 10 seconds, well, that's kind of a problem.”


One hint for getting started on the section about you is to use that question about truth we learned way back in Chapter 3: “What is the truest thing I can say about me?” Give it some real thought and craft five or six sentences to give recruiters some authentic insight about you—how you think, how you look at the world. Remember, agencies don't hire books, they hire the people behind the books. So, it's kind of a big deal to make sure you come across as a likable, interesting person with a unique voice.


The ABOUT ME page is also a good place to put your picture, as well as the button that downloads your résumé. And don't vamp or pose in the picture. Just be authentic.


Note at bottom right of Figure 17.4, I've labeled one of the page thumbnails OTHER STUFF. It's that EXTRAS I've been talking about. You can call this any number of things. I've seen “Fun Stuff,” “Potpourri,” “Other,” even “Junk Drawer.” Whatever you call it, this is where you put cool stuff you've made that isn't advertising; stuff that demonstrates your creativity in other places. Maybe you design jewelry. Maybe your side hustle is greeting cards. Maybe you're in a band. Great, drop in a video of your best song.






Think about the order in which you want your work to appear.


The illustration in Figure 17.4 is for discussion purposes only. Your landing page does not need to feature three rows of three boxes. Your design should be totally and completely you.


Because it's the first thing a reviewer sees, it's vital your design is unique—it's your digital fingerprint. Think of it as the home page of “you.com.” Think of this as your brand. Which means you should extend this design over to your résumé and business card.


As for the number of campaigns a portfolio should have, ask around and you'll get a lot of opinions. My opinion lines up with one of the recruiters I interviewed, who said, “Here's what I think a student book ought to have: three or four integrated campaigns, plus two digital-only campaigns, a couple of 2D campaigns (print/outdoor/etc.), plus a few things that are just … cool, you know, like inventions, new products or services.”


As for the order you put your campaigns in, I have a fairly strong opinion but I'll let my friend Ryan Carroll kick it off.




Start with your very best campaign. Next, put your second strongest. I know, some say put the best campaign first, second best campaign last. “Start strong, finish strong,” and all that. I disagree. This is a boxing match. Knock me out with the first punch. The first campaign in your book needs to floor me. If you don't, you may never get anyone to check out your second campaign. Put your simplest, most compelling idea first. Simplicity and power are key.





I numbered the campaign thumbnails in Figure 17.4 to illustrate Ryan's point. Start with your best campaign, number 1, and work your way down.


Here's the next important point. I urge you to land two fast punches by having campaigns 1 and 2 both be simple 2D campaigns—mostly print and outdoor. I know, the whole industry is predominantly digital, but the core skills of writing and art direction are best demonstrated in the flat form characteristic of print and outdoor. If you have two great campaigns a reviewer can take in quickly, start off with those. (“Make me fall in love with you in three seconds.”) Posting two quick wins makes it easy for a recruiter to click on campaign 3.


Then, at campaign 3, you should show you can take a brilliant concept and execute it over a variety of media. It's critical your multimedia campaign 3 features some great digital or interactive applications. In number 1 and number 2, you've shown you know how to write or art direct, but now it's time to amaze reviewers with some brilliant digital work that's part of a multimedia campaign.


If you can really knock out a reviewer with your top row, it's likely you'll automatically move to the second round. Back when I was hiring, if I saw three great campaigns, right up front on somebody's site, I'd copy their URL and paste it on a separate document I'd call my shortlist. The list usually grew by one or two names by the time I'd gone through the rest of the portfolios I had to look at. Then I went through the short list again but this time I went deeper into the content with an eye toward how long a candidate could keep up the level of quality I saw in their first three campaigns.






Put a one-sentence setup in front of each campaign.


In a dedicated area at the top of each campaign's page, I recommend you have the brand logo next to a single sentence that quickly describes your main idea. Many people list the business problem, the target market, and then the idea. Don't. Just say the main idea.


Another effective setup structure I've seen is posing a question your campaign then answers. A good example I once saw was: “Citi Bike: How do you take an activity New Yorkers already do and turn it into something that does tangible good?”






Use videos sparingly and only if they're the fastest way to show an idea.


I've heard many recruiters complain about videos. When I did interviews with 25 recruiters, remarks like these were common.




“My god, those videos! They take way too much time. Don't they know I have 10 books to go through and 20 minutes between meetings to do it?”


“If it's longer than a minute, forget about it.”


“Include a video only if you absolutely, totally, and completely cannot show your idea on flat paper.”
 


The reason many recruiters grumble about videos is they see them as speed bumps, particularly when one of the first two campaigns are represented by a single video. Recruiters are experts at going through portfolios very quickly, and a PLAY button means they have to cede control of the speed at which they're reviewing your work. I kinda get it.


But there are times when a video is indeed the best way to show an idea. If you have a video, make sure it's no longer than 45 seconds. Don't waste time on a long setup. Dive right into the interesting part as fast as you can. And when you you're ready to load it into your landing page, pick an interesting frame for the thumbnail. Caption it with one sentence (perhaps in a rollover) that makes somebody want to press PLAY.
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TAKING YOUR SHOW ON THE ROAD.




Do a clean, simple résumé.


First off, just so you know, CDs never look at résumés. Résumés are part of the usual paperwork required of any job applicant and it's for the HR department files.


Keep it simple, clean, and branded. By branded, I mean your résumé's look should line up with the design of your website. And please note, if you're an art director, your résumé's design should rock. Think of it as an all-type print assignment. Don't half-ass it.


After your name, be sure to indicate whether you a writer or an art director, and state plainly if you're skilled in After Effects, InDesign, whatever. Obviously, include all your contact information, mailing address, and phone number.


As for your work history, don't get bent out of shape if it doesn't look long and impressive. Recruiters expect this. But do them a favor and don't go on and on about every job you ever had at summer camp, Burger King, and Home Depot.


When you upload your finished résumé to your site, do not title it “resume.doc.” Your résumé may be the only one you work with, but if it downloads onto a recruiter's desktop as “resume.doc,” you'll just irritate your recruiter. Label it: “YOUR NAME resume.”






Learn how to use LinkedIn.


If you haven't made your own page for LinkedIn, it's time. I've had many students land jobs using this powerful tool and nothing else. You can opt for the free version if you want, but I recommend paying for the premium. It's great as a search engine for jobs. It's expensive, but if it lands you career, who cares? Later on, you can revert back to the free version.


There are many tutorials on YouTube and LinkedIn Learning that can show you the ins and outs of using LinkedIn. For instance, did you know there's a little button you can switch on which says, “Hey, I'm looking for a job right now”? (Your current employer can't see it but recruiters can.) The best tutorials have great information on optimizing how high your page appears in recruiters' search results, a lot of which depends on how well you write your LinkedIn headline. Take the time to watch as many of these lessons as you can. Inside LinkedIn are a ton of smart controls to help get your page in front of recruiters—and this platform attracts recruiters in hordes.






Prepare your search strategy.


In class, I've always characterized a successful job search as World War III. If you agree finding a job is the most important thing in your life right now and that failure is not an option, it's an apt metaphor. The first step in winning a war is to have a plan of attack. Here's mine.


Make a list of the top 100 agencies where you can see yourself working. The most reliable resource for searching for agencies used to be Redbook, but they were bought out by Winmo and now the site isn't nearly what it once was. On top of that, Winmo charges a hefty fee to subscribers. But if your school library subscribes, you have access to its best feature: the agency contact list, which has email addresses for their recruiters (sometimes listed as “talent acquisition”) as well as for other members of the creative department. Don't bother with the addresses of big shots like the chief creative officer or executive creative director. They don't handle inquiries about job openings. But grab the addresses of recruiters. Also grab the addresses of some junior writers or art directors. (I'll explain why in a minute.)


If you can't access Winmo, there are free lists online. Adforum.com has a pretty good one. AAAA.org has their “Agency Search” feature but its UX may drive you buggy. The very best way to add agency names to your list is to identify the ones doing work you love, and you can see the work in the previously mentioned oneclub.org, dandad.org, and lovetheworkmore.com.


For every agency you put on your list, make a note of their top five clients. You'll need it when you contact them.


Next step is figuring out how to organize your list. You may decide to carve it into regions of the country where you'd like to live. Or by city. Some students cut it three ways: dream agencies, good agencies, and well-I-need-a-job agencies. Use this list throughout your search as a contact management system so you can keep notes of when and whom you wrote to and what happened.


Great, so now you have your plan of attack and the order in which to do it. Next, it's time to contact every single agency recruiter on that list. You don't have to write 100 emails, just one. But you'll need to customize this one email for each agency you send it to. You can be lazy if you want and just send out one mass-ass email, but what it says to any agency person reading it is you have no specific interest in their agency whatsoever. This is why you made notes about each shop's client roster and their best work—so you can customize part of your email for each agency. By way of example, here's my idea of a good opening:




	My name is Luke Sullivan, and I just graduated as an art director-copywriter-creative tech from your-school-here.


	I'm writing to your agency because I love the work you do on insert-your-favorite-agency-campaign here.


	If you could take a few minutes to look at my portfolio your-URL-here, I'd be grateful.





So, you've introduced yourself, noted why you've come calling, and presented your credentials. All that remains is to give your reader some human reason to click on your website's URL. One or two more sentences should do it, but they're important ones. Use these two sentences to show your unique voice. Maybe think back to that question, “What is the truest thing about you?”


Don't take yourself too seriously and whatever you do, don't write in “business speak”—you know, that overly courteous formal voice: “It would be an honor to be considered for a position at …” Just write the way you talk and let your personality show.


Sign off politely, include your name, all of your contact info, and attach your résumé as a labeled document.


Take care as you customize each email making sure the recruiter's name in the salutation lines up with the agency name and the campaigns you've mentioned. If it takes a few days to prepare all 100 emails, fine. You're making a customized, targeted email campaign and prepping for the day you send them off all in one blast. What we're shooting for with this one-launch strategy is to have any responses come back to you in as tight a time frame as possible. Because, ultimately, the best-case scenario is to have several interested agencies responding at about the same time. To have several job possibilities to weigh against one another is the main goal.


Once your portfolio is polished down to the last pixel, hit “SEND.”






“Networking.”


I once swore I'd never use the word as a verb, but nothing else seems to fit here—networking. If you don't have relatives working in the business, networking's what you'll have to do. You must send out feelers far and wide.


Obviously, the social web is where you'll do much of this work. Use all the platforms and don't be shy. LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram—they all have their strengths. There are also sites dedicated to hosting portfolios of all kinds. Find them and put your work up there, too.


Remember, this is World War III. Send in the Army, the Navy, the Air Force, and maybe some spies. Tell every living person you know you're trying to land a job in the business. You may find the friend of a friend has a name. And a name is all you need to start building your contacts.


So, you ask around and get a name. Maybe this person doesn't even work in the creative department. It doesn't matter—you call. Even if the company is not hiring, you call. Ask for an “informational interview” or maybe just a little email advice on your book.


Another avenue of approach is to target a creative person whose work you admire. Frank Anslemo of SVA says: “Agencies aren't what they were a decade ago. It used to be the best people worked only at the elite agencies. But today, talented people are everywhere, in big cities and in the heartland. Getting hired to work for great people, regardless of the agency … that is what'll get you producing great work and launch you on a great career.” You'll find these people by perusing the award shows mentioned previously. Follow the great work.


Follow the social feeds of creative people you respect. And don't just retweet or repurpose their stuff. Add your perspective on the material. Many students connect to industry people this way.


When you do meet this person, be your usual charming self. Listen more than you talk and before you leave ask if he or she knows where you might look next. Get the name of another contact. Ask if you can use your interviewer's name to land another interview somewhere. Keep this up and over time you'll slowly build a list of names, numbers, and contacts. One day the phone will ring.






Attend industry events.


Seneca College's Anthony Kalamut has this advice: “The number one recommendation I give my students is attend advertising industry events. Attend events from the local ad club, travel to New York if you can for Advertising Week or One Show Week. Also, the New York Art Directors Club (ADC) organizes global ‘Portfolio Nights' where you can get your book reviewed by creative directors.”


Kalamut also suggests you volunteer at these industry events. It'll look great on your résumé and shows you are doing stuff


“If you don't have money,” says Kalamut, “invest your time.”






Establish a phone or an email relationship with someone working at the agency.


If you can't get in to see the general, talk to a lieutenant.


There are plenty of friendly and helpful creative people in the business willing to coach you along and who will go out of their way to “pay it forward.” What you're looking for are current employees who are a little further down the totem pole, mid-level and junior art directors and writers. These are the people most likely to help you and it's why I suggested grabbing the email addresses of an agency's copywriters or art directors when you're doing agency research on Winmo or LinkedIn.


Write to them. Tell them you're trying to get into the business and ask if they could take a look at your work and give you advice on how to improve it. Don't ask them for a job because they can't give you one. Ask them about what life in the agency is like or about the account they work on most. Once you get a dialogue going, there are two important things to do. One, take any advice you get. And two, don't stalk the person. Keep a respectful distance.


There are other agency people who can be helpful. Most creative departments of any size have a person called either the “creative department manager” or the “creative coordinator.” In Chew with Your Mind Open, ad veteran Cameron Day describes how important these individuals are: “[One] smart tactic for getting your work seen is to befriend the creative director's right-hand person. Admins, creative coordinators … often hold the keys to the higher-ups' kingdoms… . They also know when there are openings and can share your work at the exact right moment.”9 


Remember, you don't have to get an interview with the creative director to get your foot in the door. If you have a great book, see if you can get 15 minutes of time with an associate creative director (ACD) or just a senior creative person. These people will know when the agency is hiring even if they're not the ones doing it. If they like you, they may find a time to slide your name under the creative director's nose. If you come on board and do great work, it reflects well on them.


It may happen for you this way. If it does, one day you'll have the opportunity to return the favor and pay it forward.






Study the people and the agency before every interview.


Get some intel on the people you'll meet, the agency you're walking into, and its culture.


Google the names of the people who created their best work and check to see if they still work there. Know which creatives you're going to be talking to, the work they've done, and what agency clients currently keep them busy. This isn't hard. Just ask the recruiter. CD Ryan Carroll says, “The recruiter wants you to get hired, too, so she can stop searching for your position and get on to the next four positions that need to be filled.”


While you're online, refamiliarize yourself with the agency's best work. Memorize the names of their top clients. Of course, none of this is for the purposes of brownnosing. (“Gee, Mr. Russell, I thought your work for Spray ’N' Wipe was so meaningful.”) It'll simply help you be able to ask smart and relevant questions. It'll also show you're a student of the business, you're serious about getting into the agency, and you've done your homework.


It may also pay to do a quick culture check by looking up the agency on glassdoor.com. Employees rate agencies on a number of metrics and the site does a good job of organizing remarks into columns of pros and cons.






Deciding between big and small agencies.


They both have their strengths and weaknesses.


Some of my favorite years in the business were at a small agency. You'll know pretty much everybody in the building and there's a built-in sense of team. Because most of the clients will be local and regional, with smaller budgets, you will have to outsmart their competitors rather than outspend them.*


It's likely you'll be able to work on every account in the agency and will have a better chance of getting client contact and presenting your own work. Best of all, your ideas won't have to run a gauntlet of account people, planners, associate creative directors, group creative directors, and executive creative directors to make it out alive.


The first thing the big agencies have over small ones is brand recognition. Every recruiter in the universe knows the big agency names. The other good thing about big agencies is they have many more job openings. The reason, of course, is they have more clients, some with big Super-Bowl-TV-sized budgets. You'll get more at-bats than someone working in a small agency and when you hit a home run, your mom will probably see it on national TV.
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THE INTERVIEW.




Okay, first thing. It's probably a pretty good idea to show up for your interview on time.


I continue to be amazed by the number of young people who think showing up 10 or 15 minutes late for an interview, or any business meeting, is somehow “okay.” Please, get out a yellow highlighter and highlight the entire next paragraph.


Yes, advertising is a fun and wildly creative business. But it is also a business, one with lots of money on the line, tight deadlines, and clients who expect their agencies to run a tight ship. Once you start your job, remember you'll tick off your soon-to-be-ex-employer by missing deadlines, by not filling out time sheets, by being flip, by having to be reminded to go to meetings, and by playing fast and loose with any company policy. If you think you can start gliding into the office at 10:30, don't bother renewing your subscription to People Who Have Jobs magazine.


As Cameron Day reminds his readers, you are not God's gift to advertising.




Let's not pretend you have a clue. When interviewing, be honest with yourself and others about your skills and don't bluff about your abilities or overstate your skillset. Never overstate what you can do. Pretending won't impress anyone for long, and it could rightfully result in your ass being handed to you.10 





Do not give off even a whiff of arrogance. Be humble. Be grateful. And be there 10 minutes early.






In the interview, don't just sit there.


Advertising is a business requiring a lot of people skills and it'll help if the creative director sees you have them—that you're personable, that you can handle a business meeting with confidence, and that generally you aren't a stick-in-the-mud.


My friend Ryan says, “Be prepared to talk about you. Again, this is like a date. I'm trying to figure out if I like you. So, if you're boring, shy, or give one-word answers, you'll give the whole interview an awkward vibe. The best interviews are the ones where the interviewee can take the first question like ‘How are you' and we find ourselves talking for 30 minutes before even looking at the portfolio.”


One famous creative director I know told me he's more interested in a person's hobbies than anything else. And Andy Berlin told me hiring often comes down to chemistry. “A lot of people could probably do this job,” he said, “but what it's really about is … who would we wanna go have a beer with?”


Also, bring a notepad to the interview. It says you're there to listen.






Before you start, ask if they'd like running commentary from you or not.


Some recruiters and CDs will say, “Yes, I'd love to hear you present your work.” Others just want to silently click through your stuff. Be ready for either. If a reviewer says, “Just let me read,” take no offense. They may want to see if your work has a quick “get” factor.


As you watch your interviewer page through your book, resist the temptation to explain anything. If you ever feel the slightest urge to explain something in your book, cut that piece. That urge means the piece isn't working


As someone once said, “If your work speaks for itself, don't interrupt.”






Be ready to speak with precision about every piece in your portfolio.


When you're finally in the CD's office and clicking through your site, he or she might ask, “So, I like this campaign. How'd you come up with it?”


“Aww, man, I just, you know, thought it up. Just sorta … poof! And I went like, whoa, duuude, this rocks.”


Don't be that guy.


Before you walk into an interview you should have rehearsed a crisp setup for every campaign. The setup should be one sentence, maybe two. And by rehearse, I mean do it aloud a whole bunch of times.


This is important. You're being considered for employment at a company where they sell the intangible. Agencies sell ideas. Your ability to precisely articulate how you created an idea and to pitch it persuasively to a neutral (and sometimes hostile) audience is a key skill.


How you talk about your work says a lot about you. The CD is judging your work, yes, but often they're trying to picture you in front of an agency client. “Could I put this person in front of the IBM people?”


Remember to show some enthusiasm for the work as you present it. Your work may all be familiar territory to you, but if you aren't excited about your own ideas, you can't expect your reviewer to be. “Too many junior creatives present their work like they're taking me through a mortgage application,” says Carroll. “Get me excited about you and your work.”






Show your ability to think strategically.


If you're given the opportunity to discuss your work, focus on the strategic thinking behind the work. CD Ryan Carroll agrees, saying,




Talk through the strategy and how you arrived at the idea, not just the execution. Show me how you think. Chances are, I've seen your book already, so I know the idea and what I really want to see is how the gears in your head work. How do you tackle problems? Do you get strategy?









Trust your instincts.


Go to 10 different interviews and you're going to get 10 different opinions on your work. It will be confusing. (“The guy with the goatee liked this campaign, but the one with the ponytail said it sucked.”)


If you hear the same criticisms more than once, take the hint. But you don't have to agree with everybody. If you do, you'll water down your book. Trust your instincts. Keep what you believe in and change what you don't. Keep reworking your book until the weak parts are out and the good parts are great.


One other thing about instincts. You placed your favorite campaign in the upper-left corner, as you should have. But if enough reviewers suggest some other campaign is a better opener, take their advice.






Relax. Ask some questions.


Keep in mind as you interview you can learn as much about the agency during this meeting as they can about you. Remember, even though you're young and on the street, you have options. You don't have to take this job, even if it's offered. You have choices.


Ryan Carroll says, “I actually appreciate being grilled by juniors. How does the creative department work here? What do you expect from a junior creative? What will I work on? Who will I report to? How do I work my way up the ladder? How can I make an impact here?”


Asking intelligent questions tells your interviewer you're not just looking for a job, but the right job. With this in mind, relax a little bit. Your interviewer is not there to pin you to the wall. If they invited you in for an interview, it means they already like your work. They're trying to see if they like you. So be yourself.






Have an opinion.


If the interviewer asks you what kind of advertising you like or what current campaigns you wish you had done (and many do), have an opinion. Say what current or classic campaigns you like and describe why. It's also okay to not like a campaign, even a popular one, if you can articulate your reasoning.


It's a subjective business, and unless you pick Mr. Whipple as your dream campaign, you'll probably do fine. What's bad is having no opinion at all. (“Oh, I like … well, I like whatever's good, is what I like … ma'am.”)






Offer to do the grunt work, the jobs nobody wants.


My very first assignment in the business was to write some 50 “live” radio scripts for a hotel corporation. Live radio is simply a typed script read by the local DJ, usually in between the traffic report and the day's winning lottery numbers. I suspect if that awful live radio project hadn't come through the agency door, I might not have, either. But I was more than happy to do it.


I recommend you take the same attitude. Express your willingness to take on any assignment thrown at you. Many young people come in thinking they're going to work on the agency's national TV accounts. Not likely. My advice is, offer your shoulder to any wheel, your nose to any grindstone.


GS&P's Jeff Goodby says grab those tough lackluster projects, the “assignments no one wants. It's usually because they can't imagine a crazy great solution to them. This is an opportunity. Solve this thing and people will hide in their offices as you approach.”11 






Let your readiness to work like crazy come off you in waves.


If I'm asked to choose between hiring for creativity or hiring for work ethic, I'll go for the harder-working person every time. I love how my friend Frank Anselmo puts it:




In my experience, talent is a bit overrated. Talent is human. Talent gets lazy and distracted. But intense work ethic is beyond mortal beings. Work ethic will add years of experience to your life while everyone else is posting selfies on Instagram. I'll hire work ethic over talent any day. Lazy talent will not get the job done.









If you're willing to freelance, let ’em know.


Agencies often have more work than their staff can handle, and even if they don't need another full-timer, they may need temporary help. During your interview, you may find a time to mention you'd also be interested in freelance work. Even if they can't offer you a full-time gig, it gives the creative director a chance to work with you, to see if you should keep “dating” before you get married.






A few days after the interview, send a thank-you note. On paper.


No emails, please. Write a short thank-you note and drop it in snail mail or at the agency's front desk. Thank them for taking the time to meet with you and add a detail on how the interview was important or informative for you. And sign off with your email and phone number. Also, when you get home, don't ask to friend them on Facebook—that borders on creepy. But asking for a connection from your LinkedIn page, that's okay. Go for it.






If you can't get into the creative department, get into the agency.


I can name quite a few famous creative people who started their agency careers in the mailroom or as project managers, CD's assistants, or as receptionists.


The thing is, once you're past the purple ropes, you'll be learning a whole lot more about how agencies operate. You can also start making friends with people who can hire you or help move you into the creative department. Unlike corporations such as, say, IBM, ad agencies are loosely structured places that often fill job openings with any knucklehead who proves he or she can do the work. They don't care what you majored in.


So, get in there, do the job, keep your ears open and your book fresh, and when a creative position opens, whom do you think they'll hire? A stranger off the street or the smart young kid in the mailroom who's paid the dues and is still chomping at the bit?






How to talk about money.


I had a long discussion about money matters with Dany Lennon, one of the best creative recruiters in the ad business.


“Do your homework,” Dany told me.




Before you go into an interview you should know what the starting salary levels are for that city and area. Talk to headhunters, talk to the agency recruiters, make phone calls, but find out. Then you won't be left in the position of saying, “Okay, so what do you think I'm worth?” An agency might be tempted to lowball you.*





So, pay close attention to the cost-of-living in the city where the agency's located and then establish a salary range you can live with. You need to have this range in your head, but it's also important you know that money's not something to bring up at any interview. You talk about money only after they've offered you the job and you think you want to take it.


When they do offer it, thank them, say you're very interested, and ask to discuss the start date, your responsibilities, and compensation. Note I said compensation, not salary. Most agency job-offer packages feature several things of monetary value—a health plan, a 401k, maybe profit sharing, parking allowances, and moving expenses. (Recruiters call moving expenses “re-lo allowances”—as in relocation.)


Shops on the East and West coasts will offer more because of higher cost-of-living indexes. Also note that A-list agencies will likely offer you a lower starting salary compared to middle-of-the-pack shops, which is fair. The standards at an A-list are higher and you have a better shot at producing award-winning work. Also, having an elite agency on your résumé can open more doors for you later on.


For your first job, you'll likely be offered a standard starting compensation package. If you believe you simply cannot live on the offered salary, let the recruiter know you want to accept the offer, show interest and gratitude, but let them know what your issue is. Ask for something specific. If it's the salary, well, you can politely counteroffer, but you'll likely do better negotiating for a higher re-lo allowance or perhaps a signing bonus. Agencies sometimes find these one-time expenses easier to dish out than increasing the salary, which is something they pay annually.


Depending on where you're looking, your interview could be with a creative director or an agency recruiter. Typically, in midsized and larger agencies, you won't discuss salary with the CD. The CD will decide if they want to hire you and then turn you over to the agency recruiter or HR to talk salary and benefits details.


“Once you've landed the job,” Dany went on,




you may want to tell your CD you'd appreciate a review in six months. Not a raise, but a review. This says to her, “I'm going to work my tail off for this place and I'm confident in six months you'll see you've made a great hire.” And six months is all it usually takes for a CD to get a good read on you: on how hard you work, your attitude, your overall value to the company.





One last thing. My friend, author and copywriter Thomas Kemeny was asked by one of my students, “Looking back over your career, what's the one thing you would change if you could start again?”


His answer was instant. “On my first day, I'd start contributing the maximum to my 401k.”






Waiting for the phone to ring.


I've determined the back and forth between you and agency recruiters is exactly like deciding whom you want go to prom with. Even the questions you ask will be the same.




“What if she doesn't call back?”


“How long should I wait for the call?”


“Should I ask someone else?”
 


Everybody wants to get invited to the prom and we all want to go with our dream date. But let's say time is going by and you haven't been invited to the dance. Well, if you're the same kind of creative I was (low self-esteem) you'll be tempted to say YES! to the first offer you hear. But do not ever accept a job offer on the spot.


Here's the thing. If you run your job search the way I've suggested here (World War III), you will have many irons in the fire. Some agencies will take longer than others to get back to you. The best possible scenario is to have several offers to weigh against each other. The worst possible scenario is taking the first offer and a week later you get invited to the dance by your dream agency. If you accept a job, you cannot back out of it. This is a small industry and recruiters trade war stories and pass around names of people who pull this stunt.


When you do get that first job offer, express your gratitude, your excitement, and then ask if you can have a set amount of time to think it over.


This is when you get on the phone and tell the dream agency they're still your first choice, but now you have this other job offer and they're asking for a decision by such-and-such a date. Some students have asked, “Is doing this okay? It feels a little, I don't know, underhanded.” It is okay. Every recruiter knows you're shopping yourself around trying to land the best offer. Well, they're busy doing the same thing, shopping around trying to land the best candidate for their agency.


Now, as for that first question, “What if she doesn't call back?” If you haven't heard back from the recruiter in two weeks, contact them. It's okay to ask about the hiring process and about their timing. Politely inquire, “When do you think a decision might happen?” Sometimes they know, sometimes they don't; the real answer may be “When we find someone we're crazy about.” But it's okay to ask—after two weeks.






Don't choose an agency based on the salary they offer.


If you're lucky enough to get a couple of offers, you may find the better salary is offered by the worse agency. It has always been thus. And lord knows, it will be tempting to take that extra 10 or 15 grand when it's held out to you. Don't.


One of Bill Bernbach's best lines was “It isn't a principle until it costs you money.” In this case, the principle is the value you place on doing great work. I urge you to go with the agency that's producing better advertising. You may work for less, but it's more likely you'll produce better work. And in the long run, nothing is better for a great salary than a great portfolio.


More than once, I've seen a talented kid go for the bigger check at a bad agency and a year later take a cut in pay just to get the hell out of there. The worst part was even after a year in the belly of the beast, he hadn't added so much as a brochure to his original student portfolio.


If you get a fair offer from a good agency, take it. Take in four roommates if you have to, live in your parents' basement, but get on board—that's the trick. I read somewhere not to set your sights on money anyway. Just do what you do well and the money will come. McElligott once told me, “You'll be underpaid the first half of your career and overpaid the second.”






Take a job wherever you can and work hard.


All you need to do to get on a roll is produce a couple of great campaigns and have them run. And it's possible to do great work at almost any agency. Once you've done some great campaigns, agency higher-ups will notice and you can start thinking about angling for a raise or promotion.


Don't be crestfallen if you can't get into one of the “hot” shops. The agency offering you your first job will be a launching pad, a stepping-stone. (However, it's probably not a good idea to tell them this as you're shaking hands: “Thank you, sir. I guess this job will just have to do until something opens up at Wieden+Kennedy. In fact, if you don't mind, I'll just keep my coat on.”)


Here's the other thing: if an A-agency is your first job in the industry, you won't appreciate how good you have it. The late great Mike Hughes of The Martin Agency once told me, “People who start in great places like Goodby and then leave are forever disappointed in their other agencies.”


Remember, wherever you land a job, there'll be plenty to learn from the people you meet. Think of that first job as continuing your education. Look for kind-hearted souls who can mentor you. In Breaking In, BBH creative director Todd Riddle said:




That first job is a critical part of your career. Even more critical than the college or education you received. Because everyone will forget where you went to college after two or three years—whatever school you went to, nobody's going to care. All they'll want to know is what have you done in the past two or three years? And if you've been surrounded by great creative people, and it's rubbed off on you … that's all you'll have to have.12 





Just get on board and work like hell. Early in your career's the time to do it, too, when you don't have children calling you from home asking why the dog isn't breathing or how to get the top off the gasoline can in the garage.






“Interns? Cleanup in aisle three, please.”


The answer on whether to intern or not depends on the agency. Wherever it is, don't take an unpaid internship. Look for a paid internship and expect to work hard.


It's not likely you'll be creating Super Bowl spots. Doing image searches for an art director or making copies of stuff for a meeting is more likely. But that's life in an agency, and an internship can be a great place to learn what it's like. Offer to do anything for anyone. If you see a senior team working late, lean into their office and offer to help. They may take you up on it and that may be the big break you need.


After you've been there awhile and you think you want to stay on in a full-time job, tell your supervisor. If you sense the answer is going to be no, honorably finish out your time there, while you secretly start World War III again.


And whatever else happens, make sure you're not taken advantage of, financially, personally, or physically. Sadly, all have been known to happen.
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USE YOUR CREATIVITY FOR GOOD.




Don't check your morals at the door.


With as much power as great advertising has to influence opinion and behavior, there's clearly a moral dimension to what we do in this business. Yet for the first half of the last century, advertisers had no accountability and said pretty much whatever they wanted. (Remember the cigarette manufacturer that blithely promised “Not a cough in a carload”?)


That was pure social engineering, defined by Wikipedia as “any act that influences a person to take an action that may or may not be in their best interests.” In 1953, as the coffins were piling up, the CEOs of seven major tobacco companies met with a public relations firm to create an ad with the headline, “A Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers.” In this long-copy ad they stated, “there are many causes of lung cancer … but no proof that cigarette smoking is one of the causes.” Packed with evil lies from the first line to the last, the strategy was clear:




[They] realized that simply denying the health risks would not be enough to convince the public. Instead, a more effective method would be to create a major scientific controversy in which the scientifically established link between smoking tobacco and lung cancer would appear not to be conclusively known.13 





Even today, many ad agencies continue to assist the tobacco industry in spreading their lies and the money still rolls in. As recently as 2019, the tobacco sector's annual advertising expenditure was a mind-bending $105 billion.14  Today, fortunately, fewer agencies are willing to take this money and so tobacco companies are creating much of their crap in-house.


It seems more agencies are growing consciences and a brave few are actively fighting evil industries. One good early example of fighting the good fight was Crispin's stellar anti-tobacco campaign for their client truth®.


In the ’90s, Crispin was tasked with stopping teenagers from smoking. Instead of creating preachy “smoking-kills” ads, the agency's brilliant strategy was to activate the natural rebelliousness of teens by revealing how Big Tobacco has been manipulating them with lies—an approach I describe as “Don't be tobacco's bitch.” I encourage you to Google this extraordinary campaign. As of this writing, the work for truth® remains the most successful public-service campaign of all time.


The tobacco industry isn't the only evil player out there. There've been many similar attempts at social engineering.


The Republican party continues to foment doubt about the validity of the American election process. Their disinformation helped create the insurrection of January 6, 2021, and severely injured public trust in the democratic process. Additionally, oil companies have been successfully seeding doubt about the role of fossil fuels in the acceleration of climate change. Companies like Exxon have lied so much and so often, millions of people continue to believe there are actually “two sides” to the story of human-made climate change. There's only one: science.


In a New Yorker article titled “When Creatives Turn Destructive: Image Makers and the Climate Crisis,” Bill McKibben noted every young creative entering the industry will have a choice: they can employ their skills on behalf of brands and causes that can help bring the world back from this existential crisis. Or they can join the busy teams of well-paid creatives who are helping deceitful clients rationalize, justify, or deny the effects of their harmful products.15 


So, as you search for a home base in this industry, study the brands on the agency's roster before you sign on. Agencies are known by the companies they keep.






You have a choice on the brands you will work for.


Millennials used to be the sweetheart demographic of most brands, but today it's Gen Z; people born after 1997.16 


Forrester Research found that Gen Z is much more skeptical of brands than Millennials. Not surprising when you consider many in Gen Z are coming of age in the time of “fake news,” an era captured by a TIME magazine cover headlined, “Is Truth Dead?” In Forrester's report (“A Post-Truth Climate Is Shaping Gen Z's Consumer Behaviors”), research director Mike Proulx quoted a 19-year-old participant who observed,




This past year has made me put a lot more attention toward who cares about telling the truth. I've started to care less about the products [brands] sell and more about their message to consumers. Are they reflecting the emotions of the world? Do they care about being direct and honest with consumers, even if it's uncomfortable?17





This generation may be the one that drags the holdout brands into the 21st century. The old value system of capitalism—profit at any cost—is slowly being crowded by the values of connected capitalism. The term refers to companies that connect the bottom line of their business with a social conscience. Brands that don't embrace this interconnectedness of profit and purpose aren't likely to pass Gen Z's sniff test.


Many brands try to tiptoe past this generation's social conscience by hopping on one bandwagon or another. But their pandering is so obvious it's been dubbed “performative activism” or “greenwashing.” As social media observers Newberry and Dawley warned, “Becoming a purpose-driven company is not something you can fake. This is where a lot of brands stumbled in 2020. They responded to important issues like they were simply new social media trends.”18 


So, how does this apply to you?


The one time you have complete control of the companies you work for is when you're deciding on an agency. Some agencies are good about this and won't force you to work on a brand you have issues with. But because few agencies let employees pick and choose, it's possible one day you'll find your principles come between you and your job. I can tell you it happened to me. I lost a job for refusing to pitch a tobacco account.


Again, Bernbach's famous maxim applies. “It's not a principle until it costs you money.”
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SOME FINAL THOUGHTS.




Once you land a job, stick with it a while.


There are going to be rough spots no matter where you work. There are no perfect agencies. I like to think I have worked at a couple of the best, and there were plenty of times I thought just about everything that could be wrong was wrong.


Hang in there for a while. Things can change. An account that's miserable one year can suddenly become the one everybody wants to work on. There's also value in learning to stick with something long enough to see it through. Plus, it doesn't look good on your résumé to bail on a place inside of a year. Show some patience.


If you've heard the best way to increase your salary is to change jobs, it's true. But I advise against job-hopping solely for that reason. If you're at a good agency making a fair wage, stay there. Every six months or so, take a long, hard look at your portfolio. If it's getting better, stay. Move on only when you've learned as much as you possibly can. You don't want a résumé that's a long list of brief stints at agency after agency.






Don't let advertising mess up your life.


On the same page I say work hard, I'll also warn against working to the exclusion of all else. We all seem to take this silly advertising stuff so seriously. And at some shops, the work ethic isn't ethical. People are simply expected to work until midnight, pretty much all the time.


When this happens, we end up working too hard and ignoring our spouses, our partners, our friends, and our lives. Remember, ultimately, it's just advertising. Love, happiness, family, stability, sanity—those are the important things. Don't forget it.






Don't underestimate yourself.


Don't think, “I shouldn't bother sending my book to that agency. They're too good.” All people are subject to low self-esteem, and creative people are particularly prone to it. I once thought this, as did a 100 industry superstars I could name.


It's that same little voice we talked about in Chapter 15, the one that loves to tell you you're just a hack on crack from Hackensack. Don't listen to it.






Don't overestimate yourself.


On the flip side, a lot of people in this business develop huge egos. Yet none of us are saving lives. We are glorified sign painters and nothing more.


Stay humble.
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Figure 18.1 Although Joe Paprocki and I did this concept, we didn't think up the visual for it. That was done for another client by Clarity Coverdale, a great agency across town. They said, sure, use it. Then Joe and I went to lunch. What a great business.










  
    



18
ADVERTISING: THE MOST FUN YOU CAN HAVE WITH YOUR CLOTHES ON: IS THIS A GREAT BUSINESS OR WHAT?






THIS IS A GREAT BUSINESS. What makes it great are all the knuckleheads. All the people just slightly left of center. This business seems to attract them. People who don't find fulfillment anywhere else in the business world somehow end up on advertising's doorstep, their personal problems clanking behind them like cans in back of a just-married car. They come for very personal reasons, with their own agendas. They bring to the business creativity, energy, and chaos, and from the business they get discipline, perspective, and maturity.


All in all, they make for an interesting day at the office, these oddballs, artists, misfits, cartoonists, poets, beatniks, creepy quiet guys, and knuckleheads. And every one of them seems to have a great sense of humor.


In 1923, Claude Hopkins—famous for his hard-sell advertising approach—wrote, “People do not buy from clowns.” He was suggesting there's no place for humor in effective advertising. Forgetting for a moment whether Mr. Hopkins was wrong or extremely wrong, the thing is this: people do buy from clowns. Every day, millions of Americans use something sold by a clown, because the ad industry employs clowns by the tiny-circus-carload.1 


Don't get me wrong; most of the people in the stories that follow are smart businesspeople. You'd want them on your team. But they're world-class knuckleheads as well. Agencies are full of ’em.


Why this should be so continues to elude me. I know only that most of every working day I spent laughing—at cynical hallway remarks, tasteless elevator bon mots, and bulletin board musings remarkable for their political incorrectness.


Submitted for your approval: this small collection of incidents and idiocy culled from agency hallways and stairwells around the nation. All true. And all stupid.
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A finicky agency president has his own executive bathroom. No one else is allowed to use it, much less step in there. One day when the president is out to lunch, creatives are seen going into the bathroom carrying two muddy cowboy boots and a cigar.


Cut to the boss coming back from lunch. He goes into his private restroom and immediately comes back out, really pissed off. “Who in God's name is the dumb cowboy sittin' in my stall smokin' a stogie?” His assistant has no clue.


The boss waits outside for the cowboy to emerge. Ten minutes pass, and the boss peeks back in only to see the same creepy tableau—muddy boots below the stall door, blue smoke curling above it.


Cigars can smolder for about half an hour. Bosses, even longer.
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A senior account person decides to do a number on the recent hires. Sends an email to all the junior account people in their modular offices, informing them the building management has hired “burlap rakers” to come in and spruce up the walls of the cubicles. “Please remove all materials tacked, stapled, or taped to your walls until you receive further notice from the burlap rakers.”


The young account executives obey but never receive further notice. A week later, the receptionist's left eyebrow goes way up when a young account guy asks him, “Hey, do the burlap rakers come in at night or on the weekends?”
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The illusion required several large 12-by-8-foot sheets of foam core, a dirty plaid shirt, an old Playboy magazine, several dead roaches, a broom, a mop, and a bucket.


After returning from his honeymoon, a young writer opens his office door to see he has been replaced with a broom closet. Asked later for his thoughts: “It broke my mind.”
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A big New York agency lands the Revlon account. The client says only females understand the market and wants only women to work on the account. But a staffing crunch forces the traffic manager to assign a male writer—a guy named Mike. Mike is assigned a new name—Cindy. The client never meets Cindy, but receives email from Cindy, and reviews and approves great work from Cindy. Client states later that “Cindy understands women.”
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Two copywriters working on a national account at a large agency play a word game under the noses of the account people and the client. The creatives agree on a random word or phrase and the first one to use it in a produced ad, wins. Weeks later, no one in America notices the winning phrase in the copy of an ad for a giant tire manufacturer: “fancy pants.”
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Quotes from actual creative work sessions:




“Which is funnier? ADHD or narcolepsy?”


“Obviously, it needs more vomiting references.”


“No, I'm serious, man. I just don't think Julie Andrews would ever do that.”
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Favorite brave comeback to a client who told the art director to make the logo bigger: “Put your face closer to the ad.”
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Left over from the technical equipment purchased for a TV commercial is a curious piece of acoustic equipment, one that shoots a targeted laser-like beam of sound toward a single person with such precision that no one on either side of the target can hear a thing. The device has been hidden behind the ceiling tiles in an agency meeting room, and we cut now to the scene happening there.


The creative director is sitting in the target chair and listening to some creatives present work. Suddenly his face turns pale. The creative director whips around, looks to his left, his right. “Who said that??” The creatives go, “Who said what?” The creative director says, “Nothing. Never mind.” Everybody shrugs and the presentation continues … as do the evil words the creative director hears being whispered directly into his skull: “Kill them… . Kill them all.”
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This last one was submitted by a reader, Reid Holmes. I'd heard of this story several years ago but thought, as did many, it was urban myth. Apparently not. Thank you, Reid, for your first-person account.




My first job in Chicago was at Ogilvy, where I worked under the tutelage of a cantankerous but really talented senior writer. He taught me a lot about writing radio. Word was, at his previous job over at FCB, he'd pissed off some people and was getting frozen out, uninvited to meetings, not given any assignments. It went on long enough that he applied for and got a job at Ogilvy, but he never quit the job at FCB.


He'd show up in the morning at FCB, put a hot cup of coffee on his desk, leave a coat around the back of his chair. Then walk across Michigan Avenue to spend the day working at Ogilvy. I heard he double-dipped for at least a month before FCB figured it out and cut him loose.
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Hijinks like these don't happen every day, but advertising can be a rough business and the occasional tomfoolery can make life in the foxholes more bearable. But as tough as this business can be on the creative spirit, it is in fact like ’60s ad star Jerry Della Femina once described it: “Advertising is the most fun you can have with your clothes on.”2 


I mean, look at what you're doing. You're an image merchant. You're weaving words and pictures together and imbuing things with meaning and value.


Mark Fenske said advertising is the world's most powerful art form. Is he right? Well, Picasso was great, but I've never looked at one of his paintings and then walked off and did something Pablo wanted me to do. I know that sounds silly, but advertising is like no other form of creative communication, because it has the power to affect what people do. And it works.


In the 1920s, Claude Hopkins sat down in his office at Lord & Thomas and wrote, “Drink an orange.” A nation began drinking orange juice.


Steve Hayden sat down in his office at TBWA\Chiat\Day and wrote, “Why 1984 won't be like 1984” for Apple computers. A nation began thinking maybe computers belong in homes, not just in corporations.


Dan Wieden sat down, wrote “Just Do It,” and changed the world. When he wrote it back in 1978, there weren't many joggers on the side of the road. (Even the word didn't exist—jogging. What the hell is jogging?) Now you can't throw a stick out the window without hitting five of ’em.


“Nike killed the three-martini lunch,” says Fenske. Nike told us to get off our collective butt and just do it, and suddenly it wasn't okay anymore to lie around on the couch wallpapering our arteries with lard. We started taking the stairs.


At the wheel of this national change of heart: an advertiser, a great agency, and the world's most powerful art form—advertising. Whether you agree with Fenske that “Nike and Coke brought down the Berlin Wall,” the power of advertising to globalize icons and change the behavior of whole continents is undeniable. The venerable Bill Bernbach had this to say about our industry.




The world has progressed to the point where its most powerful public force is public opinion. And I believe in this new, complex, dynamic world it is not the great work or epic play, as once was the case, which will shape that opinion, but those who understand mass media and the tools of public persuasion. The metabolism of the world has changed. New vehicles must carry ideas to it. We must ally ourselves with great ideas and carry them to the public. We must practice our skills on behalf of society. We must not just believe in what we sell. We must sell what we believe in.3 





In Adcult USA, James Twitchell wrote: “[Advertising] has collapsed … cultures into a monolithic, worldwide order immediately recognized by the House of Windsor and the tribe of Zulu… . If ever there is to be a global village, it will be because the town crier works in advertising.”4 
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STAY HUMBLE.


This is indeed a great business.


Look at what you're getting paid for: putting your feet up and thinking. This is what people with real jobs do when they get time off—put their feet up and daydream, drift, and think of goofy stuff. You, you're getting a paycheck for it.


I remember we had this new secretary in the creative department. He kept walking into the offices of art directors and writers, interrupting their work, just to chat. Somebody finally said to him, “Listen, we'd love to talk another time, but we have to get this done. So if you could …”


He backed out of the room, apologizing, “Geez, I'm sorry. You had your feet up. You were talking, laughing. It didn't look like you were working.”


From Breaking In, I quote my old friend Mike Lear as he talked about his job: “I got paid today for looking at different takes of a guy on the toilet. That was my job today. Seriously. ‘Eh, I don't know, does it look like he's constipated or something? This needs to be funnier. Maybe this one where he's also on the phone might be funnier?' And then the next day, the check shows up in my bank account. Man, that's just awesome.”5 


Yeah, this is a great business. This fact was brought home to me one day on a train ride from downtown Chicago to O'Hare airport.


I'd just left a very bad meeting where a client had killed a whole bunch of my work. I fumed for the first couple of miles. (“That was a really good campaign! How could they have killed it?”)


As I sat there feeling sorry for myself, the gray factories passed by the train windows. Miles of factories. On the loading docks, I could see hundreds of hard-working people. Laborers forklifting crates of Bic pens onto trucks, hauling boxes of canned peaches onto freight cars. They'd been there since six o'clock in the morning, maybe five. These were hardworking people. With real jobs.


And then there was me, feeling sorry for myself as I whipped by in an air-conditioned train on the way to my happy little seat on the plane with its free peanuts. Peanuts roasted and packed by some worker in another gray factory as he looked up at the clock on the high brick wall, waiting for the minute hand to hit that magic 10:30 mark so he could get out of the noise for 15 minutes, drink a Coke, scarf an energy bar, and then it's back to packing my stinkin' peanuts.


You should remember this, too.


There are research firms out there that will tell you the sky isn't blue. Clients who will kill an idea because it has a blue flyswatter in it. And agencies that will make bloody fortunes on ideas like Mr. Whipple. But the next day, you'll be back in the hallways telling jokes with the funniest people in corporate America, putting your dirty sneakers up on marble tabletops, and getting paid to think. Nothing more. Just to think. And to talk about movies.


You'll be paid a lot of money in this business. You'll never have to do any heavy lifting. Never have dirt under your fingernails or an aching back when you come home from work. You're lucky to be talented. Lucky to get into the business.


Stay humble.






NOTES




	1.   Learn n’ team, “Humor Advertising, How to Use It?” Learn ‘n Digital, April 22, 2020, https://staging10.learnndigital.com/blog/en/marketing-ads/humor-advertising-how-to-use-it/.


	2.   Jerry Della Femina, From Those Wonderful Folks Who Brought You Pearl Harbor (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1970), 244.


	3.   Bill Bernbach, Bill Bernbach Said … (New York: DDB Needham, 1995), x.


	4.   James B. Twitchell, Adcult USA: The Triumph of Advertising in American Culture (New York: Columbia University, 1996), 43.
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SUGGESTED READING






WHICH DOCTOR WOULD YOU WANT to have perform your next surgery? The doctor who has one introductory biology textbook from college collecting dust on the shelf behind his desk? Or the doctor whose office is a library of the latest medical texts and whose desk is buried under the past four years’ worth of the New England Journal of Medicine?


I’m serious. Which doctor do you want standing over you with a scalpel? Well, in terms of expertise, is what we do here in advertising any different? If we propose to sell ourselves as experts to our clients, we actually have to be experts.


I implore you to read. And learn. And learn a lot. There is no shortcut to being the best. No easy way around it. You have to know your stuff and know it cold.


The short list of books and online resources I’ve included here is only the beginning. They happen to be my favorites in the creative area. But there are many other disciplines you should be studying—marketing, branding, interactive—all of which will be relevant to your craft.


There is no shortcut. This is how we learn it. Bit by bit.
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Let’s start with books focusing more on digital. The first one I recommend is Teressa Iezzi’s The Idea Writers: Copywriting in a New Media and Marketing Era. It’s not about writing for print anymore, folks.


Check out Frank Rose’s The Art of Immersion: How the Digital Generation Is Remaking Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and the Way We Tell Stories. Rose describes the changes in today’s audience, what they want, and how that is changing everything from movies to advertising. This one deserves wider readership in the ad industry.


Convergence: Transforming Business at the Intersection of Marketing and Technology is authored by Bob Lord, the CEO and CTO of Razorfish, one of the top digital agencies. A must-read for any creative who doesn’t want to be a print dinosaur.


Then there’s Creative Direction in a Digital World: A Guide to Being a Modern Creative Director by Adam Harrell. It’s a short read that provides designers the tools they need to craft compelling digital experiences across screens, devices, and platforms.


To keep up with the evolving marketing opportunities on Facebook and Instagram, I recommend visiting Inside Facebook (www.insidefacebook.com) and All Facebook (www.allfacebook.com).


Advertising star, PJ Pereira edited a marvelous book, The Cannes Lions Jury Presents: The Art of Branded Entertainment. To write Chapter 11, I quoted from this smart collection of essays by jurors on the 2017 Lions Entertainment Awards. It’s basically a master class.


Also read Stefan Mumaw’s Chasing the Monster Idea: The Marketer’s Almanac for Predicting Idea Epicness. This book deserves wide readership. It is one of the very best books to fully describe what we mean by a “big idea.”


If you’d like to be part of the generation that moves advertising kicking and screaming into the 21st century, I heartily recommend David Baldwin’s The Belief Economy: How to Give a Damn, Stop Selling, and Create Buy-In. It is the first and best book on how brands can start living the promises of connected capitalism, of doing something more in the world than just making money.


Read The Do-It-Yourself Lobotomy: Open Your Mind to Greater Creative Thinking by Tom Monahan. I quoted heavily from my friend Tom’s book to write Chapter 8. In Lobotomy, you’ll find chapter after chapter with useful methods for rewiring your brain. I highly recommend it.


Ernie Schenck, long one of advertising’s premier copywriters, is also an author. In The Houdini Solution: Put Creativity and Innovation to Work by Thinking Inside the Box, he discusses the counterintuitive notion of generating more focused, more powerful ideas by accepting creative constraints.


Cameron Day, another respected veteran copywriter, recently published Chew with Your Mind Open: An Advertising Survival Guide. It’s a great mix of advice for juniors as well as war stories from a life in the trenches of advertising.


Thomas Kemeny, newer to advertising than the last two authors, has nonetheless written a great book for students and juniors, appropriately titled, Junior: Writing Your Way Ahead in Advertising. I quoted from it liberally for my chapter on copywriting. It’s a fabulous read, and I love his attitude. You will, too.


Probably one of the best books I’ve read about writing is Steven Pressfield’s The War of Art: Break Through the Blocks and Win Your Inner Creative Battles. It’s a little book with a huge message about getting off your ass and actually writing something.


There’s also Warren Berger’s book, Hoopla: A Book About Crispin Porter + Bogusky. It’s expensive but it’s the best look inside the agency that reinvented advertising in the 1990s. Berger’s newest book, also extremely good, is A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark Breakthrough Ideas. It covers more deeply some of the stuff discussed in Chapter 8.


Truth, Lies, and Advertising: The Art of Account Planning by Jon Steel is on how smart brand planning adds value to the whole creative process. Steel is also the author of Perfect Pitch: The Art of Selling Ideas and Winning New Business.


Advertising: Concept and Copy by George Felton is a wonderful textbook on the craft. Excellent, detailed advice on how to think, how to write. Good stuff.


The Advertising Concept Book by Pete Barry. To hammer home the point that idea comes before execution, every piece of advertising in Barry’s book is a pencil sketch. I’ve used this book in my own classes. (Make sure it’s the third edition.)


Scott Belsky (Behance founder) has a couple of books out, but the one you must read is titled Master Your Day-to-Day: Build Your Routine, Find Your Focus, and Sharpen Your Creative Mind. It’s a short book that covers more of the stuff I write about in Chapter 15.


For the sheer joy of writing, I recommend Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird, as well as Ray Bradbury’s Zen and the Art of Writing: Essays on Creativity. But my favorite is On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft by Stephen King.


If you’re just trying to break into the business, I recommend Vonk and Kestin’s Pick Me: Breaking into Advertising and Staying There. It’s a little dated, printed as it was in 1998, but it’s still very helpful, especially for juniors. Then there’s William Burks Spencer’s, Breaking In: Over 100 Advertising Insiders Reveal How to Build a Portfolio That Will Get You Hired. The title pretty much says it. You want a job in this industry? Read every interview.


On the subject of advertising history, I’ll list these titles: When Advertising Tried Harder by Larry Dubrow, Remember Those Great Volkswagen Ads? by David Abbott, From Those Wonderful Folks Who Brought You Pearl Harbor by Jerry Della Femina. The best movie on how advertising got to where it is today is Art & Copy. It’s an Emmy Award winner directed by Doug Pray, with help from David Baldwin (mentioned previously), then president of the One Club. It’s free, I think, on YouTube.


e, by Matt Beaumont—the only fiction on this list. A novel of life inside an agency told entirely in emails. It is hilarious.


And bringing up the rear, next time you’re in Czestochowa or Gdansk, make sure you pick up a copy of the excellent Jak Robic Switene Reklamy. And for you readers in Istanbul, I highly recommend the delightful Satan Reklam Yaratmak. (jk, they’re translations of this book.)
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LOOK FOR ONLINE HEY WHIPPLE ADVERTISING COURSES.


Keep an eye out for my as-yet-unlaunched online courses on how not to suck in advertising. I’ll post any news on that front to heywhipple.com and send out announcements from my LinkedIn page as well as @heywhipple on Twitter.


Some chapters from the fifth edition (like the one on writing for radio) were retired for this edition of Hey Whipple. They can be found on heywhipple.com.
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“THE SHINING … BUT FUNNIER.”


That’s how Sullivan describes his memoir Thirty Rooms to Hide In: Insanity, Addiction, and Rock ’n’ Roll in the Shadow of the Mayo Clinic. It’s the story of six boys growing up in a huge dark house in Minnesota, as the father—a respected surgeon—goes slowly insane. With winters raging outside and the father raging within, it is their mother’s protection that enables the boys to have a wildly fun, thoroughly dysfunctional time growing up. With dark humor as the coin of their realm, and the Beatles as true north on their compass of Cool, the band of brothers make movies, start a rock & roll group, and wisecrack their way through a grim landscape of their father’s insanity, Eisenhower’s Cold War, fallout shelters, and JFK’s assassination. (Available on amazon.com.)
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Get paid to think up stuff like this.

Some ad agency actually paid a writerand an  advertising is all about. And, after 8 semesters ~ as well as creatively rewarding. Call us at
art director to think up this crazy visual idea  at Art Center, you'll have a good portfolioand ~ 818-584-5035. Or write to Admissions, Art

for an ad. But coming up with wildly creative  a good shot at landing a job m Center College of Design, 1700
solutions to real marketing problems is what  in a field that's financially Lida St.,Pasadena, CA, 91103.
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What a dog feels
when the leash breaks.

PORSCHE
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“To live simply, proudly, boldly, manly:

this is The High Life”

Only a large-scale decline in American manhood can account for
the near di of Miller High Life Beer. High Life is part of
a brighter, bolder world that, through laziness, fear, and salad worship,
‘we've forgotten. Let us help men be men again, that this brand can once
again be great.

To live the High Life is to be a man. To return to simple, manly virtues;
to a time when men didn’t take themselves too seriously; when a
man worked hard to create a better world for himself, his family, and
his neighbor, and knew the proper reward for his efforts: Miller High
Life Time.

To live the High Life is to exercise the manly principles that built

a nation, kept Boris in his place, and set several land-speed records.
Pursue the High Life and you put a man on the moon. Turn your
back on it, and a cheap thermal-tile glue grounds your whole space
program. Pursue the High Life and your oversized Cadillac consumes
the road like a many-finned shark. Turn your back on the High Life?
Have a nice K-car. When a once proud man loses his taste for the
High Life, even his taste for football-the sport of Dick Butkus, Knute
Rockne, and Jim Thorpe-wanes. How else do we explain the new,
sad popularity of a so-called sport like soccer? America, is that you?

‘We have gotten soft. Lost. Confused, we are slowly realizing that
our chosen religions—Convenience, Aerobic Fitness, Yogurt—

leave us feeling hollow in the way a good steak never would.

The world cries out for men to walk the Higher Path. Coffee boutiques
consume retail space that might better be used by hardware
merchants. John Tesh is able to have a career. Richard Simmons is
allowed to live. Fitness industry stocks pay better dividends than
aerospace exploration. Isn’t it time for a man to reclaim control of
his own destiny; to pursue the High Life in the manner our founding
fathers had intended; to embrace the High Life to which each of us,
by nature’s grace, is born?

‘We will throw away our self-lighting charcoal. We will question

the leather interiors and automatic transmissions of the sports utility
vehicles we dare call “trucks” We will stare down every shameful
modern manifestation of male impersonation and say: you cannot kill
our beer. You cannot take away the High Life to which we are entitled.
Try as you might, you cannot keep a High Life man down.

Let us then assert manliness in all its simple glory. Let us revisit

a time when elbow grease and bacon grease, like High Life, are never
in short supply. Bound by honor to our brave social contract, we
accept it as our duty to give the world some much-needed lessons
in how to lead this High Life.
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"HOSTAGE' birecren sy

'AMBUSH bire

HOSTAGE CHOSEN
TICKER THE FOLLOW
BEAT THE DEVIL STAR
AMBUSH POWDER KEG

BRACE YOURSELF FOR INTRICATE PLOT TWISTS, RIVETING CAR CHASES,
AND A DOSE OF WIT. THIS COLLECTOR'S EDITION OF THE HIRE, A SERIES OF
SHORT FILMS CREATED BY HOLLYWOOD'S FINEST TALENT, FEATURES EIGHT
BRILLIANTLY PRODUCED FILMS STARRING CLIVE OWEN AS THE DRIVER.

~ELVIS MITCHELL, THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Peeing on this ad
may change your life

This ad is also a pregnancy test. Pee on the marked
area and wait a moment. If you are expecting, you will get
a surprise right here in the ad.

Pee here

when Lire Happens
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Unretouched photograph of Plymouth 6" Belve

THE BIGGEST IS THE MOST GLAMOROUS, TOO!

'WEST...MOST MODERN...OF THE LOW-PRICE 3
Biggest car in the lowest-price field . .. 17 feet of beauty!

Brilliant new 6-cylinder PowerFlow 117, with exclusive
Chrome-Sealed Action. Exciting new 167-hp Hy-Fire
7.8, highest standard horsepower in its field.

Glamorous new Full-View Windshield . ..a true swepi-
back wrap-around, with greatest visibility of any low-
price car. All Power Driving /

PowerFlite . . . finest no-clutch transmission made, with
PowerFlite Range Selector on the instrument panel.

It seems spun out of fire and flowing lines —
the 1955 Plymouth. You see it everywhere —
proudly thrusting through the night, or jewel-
brilliant in the sun. For America recognizes that
the beautiful '35 Plymouth is unmistakably one
f the great cars of automotive history.

This big beauty was deliberately created to
revolutionize the lowest-price field. 1t is lithe,
eager, new. Nothing borrowed. No hand
down styling. No compromises. Just the endur-

ing beauty of perfect taste—yours now, in th
biggest car of the low-price 3.

Inner value is well mated to outer grace in th
new Plymouth. You sense that . . . in the hushe

r, of all yea
Plymouth’s engineering and craftsmans
vou'll join the b
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To the 1,235 guys who
loved the “Girls’ Night”
playlist this year,

We love you.

Dear person who
made a playlist called
“One Night Stand
o with Jeb Bush like
‘ He’saBond Girlina

European Casino,”

We have so many questions.

s

Dear person in LA “Godisaman”vs.

To the person

mzagz::czg:\?one” “Godis awoman,” in NoLlta who ‘
; according to started listening
playlist for 4 hours g T

on Valentine’s Day, way back in June,

You really jingle all the way, huh?

fan-made playlists: ™"

You OK?

& spotify #2018Wrapped
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AUDIENCE — COMMUNITY

MESSAGE _, SHARING CONTENT,
SENDING CREATING EXPERIENCES

TARGETING INVITING
“"CONSUMERS’ — PEOPLE
TO HIT TO JOIN

PENETRATING _, COLLABORATING
AUDIENCES 7 WITH COMMUNITIES

MEDIA - INTEREST PLANS AND
PLANS CONVERSATION STRATEGIES
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After you get ¥
martied, kiss your |
wile in places

she’s never been
kissed before.

Pensag, Malaysis.
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THE KEY MESSAGE

AND THE COMPETITION
ISN'T GIVING THEM?
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SOMEWHERE ON AN AIRPLANE A MAN IS TRYING TO RIP OPEN A SMALL BAG OF PEANUTS.

@
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ONE OF THE BEST

NETFLIX IDEAS
EVER! GENIUS!
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Headlines
this dull need
pictures.
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to slip out of meetings

unnoticed.
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Insanity, Addiction,
and Rock n’ Roll
in the Shadow of the Mayo Clinic

LUKE LONGSTREET SULLIVAN
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was the total time
needed by

Will MacKinnon
to fall in love with
his Taylor.

And that included
1 seconds to say to
the salesman,
“No thanks, just «

2 99

lookin’.
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Park Assist technology from Volkswagen.

Das Auto.
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The Whoser DAY 35

McDonald’s
Big.Beefy.Bliss.

Celebrating 60 golden years.

t

mlovin’it’

THE BEAUTY OF NO ARTIFICIAL PRESERVATIVES
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< KFC KFC

Posts Posts

kfc @

oQv N Qv . W

@ Liked by and 7,515 others
73,889 views - Liked by

kfc Everything in life is better when it's in a bucket.
That's KFC's philosophy on chicken, and that's KFC's
philosophy on toy chicken drumsticks. If this... more

kfc By focusing on the tenderness of KFC's signature
Pot Pie chicken, we can become more tender human
beings... more
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AVIS 1s only No.2
in rent a cars.
So why go with us?

We try harder.

(When you're not the biggest,
you have to.)

We just can’t afford dirty ash-
trays. Or half-empty gas tanks. Or
worn wipers. Or unwashed cars.
¥ Or low tires. Or anything less than
seat-adjusters that adjust. Heaters that heat. Defrost-
ers that defrost.

Obviously, the thing we try hardest for is just to be
nice.To start you out right with a new car, like a lively,
super-torque Ford, and a pleasant smile. To know, say,
where you get a good pastrami sandwich in Duluth.

Why?

Because we can’t afford to take you for granted.

Go with us next time.

The line at our counter is shorter.
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HE YEAR WAS 1970.

&

IF WE'VE LEARNED ONE THING IN 30 YEARS OF BUILDING RANGE ROVERS, IT IS THIS:
AN OSTRICH EGG WILL FEED EIGHT MEN.

We were preparing to introduce our latest — and some say greatest — accomplishment to the world: the Range Rover.

But first, like any well-regarded car company, we tested it extensively in the field. § However, unlike any other well-regarded

car company, when we say “tested,” we mean “brutalized.” And when we say “field," we mean “Sahara Desert." § On that trek

3:0 @ i

Strngtfrom witin
Evry Range Roverstrts witha
14-gunge boxed st fame with four
crossmabers. I tribly strong
s by rigid Maybe s by
Kiplners ety namd he 46 HSE
fist for saley anong SUVs

Standard i te 46 HSE.an
of-roa, in-dash GPS wll papont
yourlcation down to within
oo wels We crsinly conld
el ane f thee i the Sabara.

welearned quite a few things. First, the Range Rover is an
eminently qualified 4x4. Second, washing your car in the
desert is an exercise in futility And third (we have the
governor of a Saharan oasis to thank for this), when youre
running low on provisions, an ostrich egg omelet truly
gives new meaning to the phrase "hearty breakfast”
Particularly in those parts of the world where refusing a
second helping is considered an insult of the highest order:

A smooth ride is good for digestion.

As we mentioned, on its first expedition the permanent
four-wheel-drive Range Rover was a
smashing, unmitigated success. Now
consider what 30 years of steady
improvement have brought to bear.

Range Rover enthusiasts now have
the benefit of four.wheel electronic
traction control (4ETC). Four speed
sensors independently monitor any
changes in wheel speed. If they sense any slippage, they
instantly apply the brakes to the offending wheel and
transfer power to the ones that have more traction.

There's our advanced four-channel, all-terrain ABS
braking system. Its smart enough to “see” the road (o lack
therof) and adjust its braking profile accordingly

Most impressive; though, is our exclusive Electronic Air
Suspension. Instead of utilizing traditional springs, the
Range Rover uses air springs to dynamically raise or lower
ride height a full five inches. You can manually lower the

vehicle to case access, raise it for fording rivers — EAS 7990
ROVER

will even lower the vehicle automatically at highway
speed for better aerodynamics and performance.

The very first luxury SUV.

From the beginning, Range Rover was designed to be
luxurious. And as the knowledgeable driver’ tastes in luxury
have evolved over the years so has our list of amenities

The ergonomically designed leather front seats adjust

10 ways and, of course, are heated. Additional coachwork
and burled walnut accents complete the interior

For extreme climatic conditions CFC-free, dual-zone
climate control with a sophisticated
pollen filtration system isnt just a good
idea. Its an absolute must

You'l also find a 460-watt, 12-speaker
Harman Kardon audio system with
weather band, digital sound processor,
six-disc CD changer and active
subwoofer For safety, remote controls
are thoughtfully mounted on the steering wheel.

What option do you have?

None, really. The Range Rover 4.6 HSE is so lavishly
appointed, its even fitted with an in-dash GPS navigation
system. But unlike many other systems, its specifically
designed to work even where there are no roads. Should
you wander off the beaten path (an eventwality thats all
but guarantced, considering our pedigree) you'l stil be
able to get directions to, say, your favorite restaurant.

If only we had had that option 30 years ago.

RANGE ROVER

AReyal Wan

Bt for st s ed s by ey Land R
s e kel fsr Ryl Warsn, the bt b ol
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“I got a great gimmick.
Let’s tell the tru

N.M.Orhbach.

Doyle Dane Bembach was given this | describing all of the terrible shocks and
advice 22 years ago by our first client, blows you are subjected to at a mortgage
and we still like it. closing.

It’s a gimmick that has some fantastic That was doubly ridiculous In as much
advantages. as nobody reads copy. Right?

In the first place you go to heaven. They read copy when you're telling
In the second place other people can't them something.

lay a glove on you. And in the third
place, telling the truth is the best known

Not only did the bank’s mortgage
business shoot up, they were able to

way of moving merchandise. spread their name all over town because
Of course, telling the truth isn't al- of some 100,000 reprint requests.
ways easy. After the fact some of DDB's Another word for truth is information.
problems don't look so tough. Butatthe [T  Supplying information to potential
ume, lt took a lot of stamina to use our SyxzyontyNok customers is where advertising started.
So why go with us? And it is still the most important job.

Take that automobile we do the ad-
vertising for. Back in the beginning

Done believably, memorably, enter-
tainingly sometimes, but done.

that car was strange looking creature. That’s why, at Doyle Dane Bernbach,
At least to Detroit-conditioned eyes. we pay as much attention to print today

In fact, it looked like a beetle. as we ever did (including this ad).

So we called it a beetle. =" Print is neither “hot” nor “cold” It’s

We sold cars. - ' honest. Inherently. Youre out there on

Or take that rental car company _ the page, naked, without so much as
we called “number two” That was a guitar.
practically un-American. Just your product and the word.

The consumer wasn't supposed to And you're out there with that ord-
be impressed unless you called yourself 2 inary man in the street, who turned into a
the biggest, or the fattest or the most consumerist skeptic and who has learned
important. Something. We took a chance —— o spot a hedge three columns away.
on truth. And with print he can take a long

We rented cars. Lomon. slow, devastating look.

We have a bank client who askedus | = — — We've got a confession to make. It’s
to advertise mortgage loans. Instead of ' — - got nothing to do with heaven.
advertising low-cost mortgage loans we We've been using People are as smart as we are.
prepared a 1400 word, 240 line ad  thesame gimmickfor That’s why we tell the truth.

22 years now.
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We might not make as much as those New York
creatives, but look what we get for the money.

BOB BARRIE'S HOUSE

$59,900 $43,700 $51,900 $39,500
i st 3 o gy =
SUSAN GRIAK'S HOUSE JARL OLSEN'S HOUSE MARK JOHNSON'S HOUSE BRUCE BILDSTEN'S HOUSE

PAT BURNHAM’S HOUSE PHIL HANFT’S HOUSE

$49,900 $28,900 $46,000

$45,900
> W \{"

$42,000 $50,200 $38,900

MIKE GIBBS' HOUSE ARTY TAN’S HOUSE MIKE FAZENDE'S HOUSE BILL MILLER'S HOUSE

$36,800 $48,300 $23,400 $53,700
FALLON MCELLIGOTT
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Our little car isn't so much of a novelty
any more.

A couple of dozen college kids don't
try to squeeze inside it.

The guy ot the gas station doesn't ask
where the gas goes.

Nobody even stares at our shape.

In fact, some people who drive our little

Think small.

flivver don't even think 32 miles to the gal-
lon is going any great guns.

Or using five pints of oil instead of five
quarts.

Or never needing anti-freeze.

Or racking up 40,000 miles on a set of
tires.

That's because once you get used to

some of our economies, you don't even

think about them any more.
Except when you squeeze into a small
parking spot. Or renew your small insur-
ance. Or pay a small repair bill.
Or trade in your old VW for a

new one.
Think it over.






OEBPS/Images/c14f006a.png
)
F L/
=

AR
3 ~
1 l
I B
\ -
b £
‘ I

=






OEBPS/Images/c13f003.png
Looking for tickets? Just tweet #foxatplanetaterra

It's simple: the more you tweet, the closer you get to the hidden tickets for the
Planeta Terra Festival. All you have to do is tweet #foxatplanetaterra and wait for the zoom
to get closer and closer. Then, just rush to the appointed spot and grab your pair of tickets!

© How to win? © Winners

© Planeta Terra  © Terms © Share: 1 B
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For more information on lung cancer, keep smoking.
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EARLY CHRISTMAS SALE

STARTS 19 OCTOBER
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Small but tough. Polo.
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WALK IN A DEMOCRAT.
WALK OUT A REPUBLICAN.
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No CHEMICAL BY-PRopUcTS

FLAX-FLAKES

GooD - To-EAT!

USE SuGAR (IF ossBLE) To AOD
THAT LITTLE EXTRA SWEETNESS,

FROSTED
F LAYX- FLAKES SUGAR-CRYSTALL)ZED
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MORE SUGAR T
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SUCARIZED FROSTED FLAX FLAKES

NOT HIK 30T SUCAR'T

P (g

mere cucARl | EVERYTHING! NO CEREAL! SUGAR!

SUGARI!! “IT'S FLAX-FLAKES FREE!"
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Hey, fathead.
Do you find
most advertising
Insulting?

Ring around the collar? The

Doublemint twins? Clearly there’s room
in the field of advertising for some

intelligent and creative thinkers. And
the best way to break into it is with

Classes begin spring, summer
and fall. Call 818-584-5035. Or write
to Admissions, Art Center College of
Design, 1700 Lida St.,
Pasadena, CA, 91103.

a smart portfolio. After 8 semesters,
you'll have a good book and a good
shot at getting into a field that’s

both creatively and
financially rewarding.
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CONVINCE

PARENTS

THAT

BEST BUY IS THE BEST PLACE TO
SHOP FOR CHRISTAAAS GIFTS

BECAUSE

THEY HAVE THE MOST
“SURE THING" GIFTS

SUPPORT

WHICH ARE ALL THOSE NAME-BRAND
HIGH - TECH THINGS KiDS LOVE:
COMPUTERS, PHONES AND GAMES
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No point showing the ‘62 Volkswagen. It still looks the same.

Every now and then a VW runs into allittle trouble ot the factory.

Valswogen fo it For the aint obolono, no less than
inspactors chack ovary
der,it Al that

Wiharevar fan psople ore doing
someling, there's on inspacior 0 unda

It's ugly, but it gets you there.

Is the economy trying to tell you something?
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wwwyolkswagen.co.uk

Small but tough. Polo.
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Wh\/ gas statlons sell food
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