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Interview with Amir Kassaei, Chief Creative Officer, DDB Worldwide

Why write a preface – if you can just do an interview instead? In your widely acclaimed lecture during the Cannes Lions Festival 2012, you declared a new era of communication: The Age of Brand Networks. The specialist world agreed, but nevertheless we see offline communication becoming more and more generic while the much praised online world still seems to know anything but online banners, as though it were stuck in 1995. What is the error in reasoning here?[3]

I said a few years ago that one of the reasons why online communication just does not work, or at least does not work properly, can be attributed to the false notion of considering the digital medium still as something new, a notion that too many decision-makers as well as many creative and media planners share. They still cannot comprehend that the digital world is not a new form of television or a new marketing platform, but a new infrastructure that we have to deal and play with and design differently. That is the reason why 99 percent of the advertisements that you see online, regardless of which country you find yourself in and which platform you are on, barely convey any content, relevance or values, but are simply annoying instead. Unfortunately, the creators and decision-makers behind these adverts still think they can, so to speak, compensate for the lack of television or the lack of traditional indoor or outdoor media with online advertising. In my opinion, that is the misconception behind it.

Is that a plea for employing more agencies that operate digitally instead of those that work in traditional milieus?

No, we must not do that. The difference between online and offline is something that should not even exist. Not anymore. But this notion is still in our heads. Many of the people involved did not grow up homogeneously during the digitalisation. That is why it will take a few more years before everyone understands that we are living in a connected world, in which there is no online or offline anymore, but in which we are always online in real time. A world where we will live inside an infrastructure that comes with a disadvantage for us marketeers: It creates a target group that is basically omniscient. Not only does it have the power but also the knowledge to differentiate. But the question is: Will you make a relevant offer and will you create it in a way that conveys a value, or will you not? In the latter case, you are just annoying and you get discarded with one or two clicks.[4]

So what this means is: Marketeers have to communicate more relevance and more value?

Well, relevance is a topic that I have been denouncing for years. Not so much in the sense in which technology-driven enterprises like Google or Facebook see it, where relevance is the actual encounter of search inquiry and search result. I mean relevance in the following sense: To create content and an offer that is so relevant for my life that I enjoy dealing with it. That is nothing new, though. That is the old formula of creating good advertisements, which says that in a world in which everything has to go so much faster and in which, to a certain degree, the people are obligated to keep up with the technology in favour of their clients, seems to get lost more and more.

Truly good advertisements, those everyone remembers, anything that we still know from the past century, that is exactly this kind of advertisement. Ads that are based on some relevant truth, that regard you as a human being and respect you instead of trying to just rob you of your time. And ads that actually have some value. All advertisement that has never worked and has been bad, has been advertisement that has not been created with this formula in mind.[5]

You, in your position as DDBs global creative director, get to see many works. What is your impression of the creative workers' reaction to this development?

The percentage of good, successful, meaningful and intelligent advertisements worldwide always ranges somewhere between one and three percent, while the other 97 percent make up all the trash that we encounter on a daily basis. All you can do is to have the aspiration to increase that percentage by a bit, but you will never be able to achieve one hundred percent of great marketing communication. Because even if this were the case and you applied this to the whole market, we would have one hundred percent of great products, services and companies and this is not realistic either.

In order to be of relevance to the target group, I must understand this target group. Do you think that big data and the promised transparent customer are the solution? Or how are we supposed to gather the relevant insights?

I believe that big data was one of those big bullshit terms of the recent years – especially in the context of content marketing where some people were desperately trying to get out of their misery by means of new terms. The data topic is important but you have to have a matter-of-fact view of it. It is a fact that we can collect more and more diverse data – thanks to digitalisation. , However, what none of us can do and any technology company either, is to connect and link all this data in a way in which you can actually create insight or any value. In a way that through your behaviour one could understand what is important and unimportant to you, not only on the web but also in your life. We are not capable of doing this yet because there is nobody, until this day in 2015, including Google, who can link these different kinds of data in such a way that you can actually have humanitarian insights instead of purely algorithmic ones. And that is the main problem. But the data topic is essential. It will be a topic that will help us developing and designing these relevant contents and taking the proper steps. But you have to take an entirely different approach. Currently, data is only used to target the advertising management properly, but it is not targeted accurately. You have to approach the data topic much sooner within the creative process:[6]

What am I trying to achieve - towards whom and in what form? What kind of value do I have to convey in order that people deal with me voluntarily? Namely, in a specific moment in their life, in a place where they enjoy doing it and because they have one specific need at that moment. That moment will come, it is simply a question of time.

Keyword change: The founder of R/GA, Bob Greenberg, once said in a speech that the previous nine months yielded more change than the previous nine years. What do you expect to be the next challenge that the communication industry will have to react to?[7]

If you look at the history of the internet we have just reached the third phase. The first phase was the connection of the devices. The second phase happened during the past eight years – the phase in which the devices were connected to the people, the whole topic of the social web, the phase in which, at least partially, we still find ourselves to a certain degree. The third phase that we are now entering at a velocity many struggle to keep up with, is a phase in which everything will be connected. It is unimportant which device you use, it is only about getting to know your touch point within the infrastructure. In this context, of course, we are thinking about the internet of the things, and about wearables. In short, about another interface for people who want to utilise that infrastructure for themselves.

But how can we use these devices or wearables in a way in which the advertisements or the content, the use or the benefit that you try to convey with your brand, are not obnoxious but an additional benefit instead? It will take the direction of products and services. What can you, as a brand, put on an Apple watch in the sense of a feature, an application or content that is actually beneficial for your everyday life and that you enjoy using again and again? Ideally, even without feeling the need to click or swipe it away all the time. That is what we are dealing with.[8]

Television is rapidly losing its audience all over the world. Even so, media planners and many marketeers insist on standing by it. What do you think about that?

In the long term, television will cease to exist in the form in which we know it – as a box standing in the living room used to watch certain things at certain times, making us happy. It will cease to exist in this form because, in my opinion, everything has to be connected. You will probably always have one of these televisions, in the same way older people will keep one simply out of nostalgia, but it will just be a screen behind which the digital infrastructure begins. The manner in which videos are given out and produced or in which motion picture marketing is done, will be different.

One of my biggest concerns is that they are still thinking about range, in a world in which range is not of much importance anymore, they are still thinking about the price-per-thousand. It is all about relevance now and there are not enough people who are engaging themselves in that.

It is true that even now you cannot really reach the 18-25 year olds through a traditional medium such as television. What does that mean for a brand that wants to create a bond with that target group but cannot use the traditional medium because it just does not exist anymore for this said target group? Interestingly, if you nowadays want to create a brand on a global scale, despite all gloomy predictions, you still spend most of your money on television as the most emotional medium with the widest reach.[9]

Would it be too venturous to suggest to a client to do entirely without TV for one year and to not save up the released budget, but to spend all of it on new marketing channels?

It would certainly be interesting to try, just to see if it is possible to create a market with all these Googles and Facebooks in this world, in which you completely renounce traditional media. This would be an exciting experiment. And how would you go about in order to not get the same reaction you have talked about in the beginning, that it is just obnoxious? That is the question...

Until now, marketeers have always advertised for large groups of people. Despite the fact that it is nowadays possible to individualise, you rarely see any creative approach or an individual address. If it is all about relevance instead of range, what is it that has to happen?

The ideal situation we will hopefully reach, is the one that we have seen in Minority Report for a bit. The scene in which Tom Cruise walks through the mall and an interactive billboard makes him the exact targeted offer he needs at that moment. Things that are considered in that situation are his state of mind, his state of health … In that scene he looks weak and sick, he has bags under the eyes and the billboard addresses him with: “Dear Mr. Anderton, wouldn't it be nice to just fly to Miami over the weekend and lie in the sun?” This is the direction we are moving towards. Real-time marketing that is targeted and custom-made for the person with pinpoint precision and that makes offers that are relevant at that very moment. As I said, even in this situation 90 percent of the content will be annoying and the ten percent that actually get the point and that create their advertisements in an enjoyable, relevant and intelligent manner, will be able to get their message through. I think that is the direction we are moving in to 100,000 percent.[10]

What was known as owned media six years ago, has now been widely praised under the name of content marketing. Is that correct?

For me content marketing is another one of these bullshit terms. We have always created content for our customers and clients. It has always been our job to produce creative contents in order to somehow link a brand to the people. Because traditional media are becoming harder and more unreliable, we have to keep moving towards digital platforms. For the material you can find there, we have coined the term content marketing. But it has always been our job to tell a story, and more than anything else, to be relevant. The form and manner of the presentation and that of the platforms and interactions, that is what will change. For me this is no new term. It just summarises what we have always done. If you did a good job it was because you created good content. If you did a bad job it was because you created bad content. The fact is, again, that 90-95 percent of content marketing are, unfortunately, still bad and obnoxious.[11]

Scientists describe our overrun information society as “attention economy” in which the attention of the individual is considered a scarce commodity. How are you dealing with this at DDB? What would be your advice to your creative team members so that ideas do not get lost in the crowd?

I do not really have a golden rule. I believe as well that rules tend to change once in a while. Basically, you have to stop with the gimmickry, same as in any human relationship. Act the way you would act to win over a person. The best way to describe this is: We should stop talking about people as target groups or consumers. We talk about friends. If I want to have you as a friend, I will not get on your nerves. I will do you a favour, I give you things you can use. And if I am of benefit to you, if I give you something you can use - and this applies to journalists, advertisers as well as politicians – then I know that once I have done you a favour, you will return it at some point by granting me some of your time.

But we are still stuck in that old logic of me regarding you as the target group, and trying to sell you something within the first five seconds without knowing whether you are even interested or not, whether you want it or need it at all.

So what would you ask of nowadays' marketeers?

Brands have to ask themselves what is relevant and what is interesting. These things have to be analysed more closely because people long for them. Brands have long forgotten that they can actually create content that is so relevant that more and more people are dealing with it. What is our original function as communicators? How do I tell a story in a way that there is not only a person who listens and really likes to listen, but also a person who feels emotionally involved and motivated to make a decision and even act?[12]

That is what we should be thinking about, together.

Amir Kassaei

Chief Creative Officer, DDB Worldwide



Preface Julian Boulding/Network One

Lukas Bessis is a good friend. I have known him and done business with him for many years.

He is half-German and half-Greek. It is an interesting combination. We have hoped that he would write a book explaining how to fix the Euro currency! But instead, he has written a book about the creative process.

And it is surprisingly interesting. How could it not be: German and Greek, together? Process and creativity?

Let’s start with the Greeks.

OK, they invented rational philosophy. Including the best advice ever given by a philosopher to a creative person: “Start by knowing that you do not know.” But we do not read philosophy now. So leave that on one side, for a moment. The Greeks also invented (within the western world, at least): history, poetry and above all, theatre. They invented plays. They invented tragedy and comedy.

If Apple had been around in 450BC, they would probably have invented movies too, without the need for Hollywood studios and celluloid. Curiously, the best creative agency in Greece today is called “The Newtons Laboratory”, named after Leo Burnett’s favourite fruit, the Apple, and Sir Isaac Newton who discovered gravity sitting under a tree one day, when an apple fell on his head.[13]

But let’s come back to theatre.

What is theatre? A process, designed to use the same fixed elements (the script – the stage set – the cast) time after time, to create the same results: laughter, tears, happy customers and box office success. And yet every night, the performance is a little bit different, as the actors interact with the audience and respond to their mood and their involvement.

The process still needs creativity. Creativity still needs a process. Germany and Greece still need each other.

But wait a moment. Creativity and process, working together? How can that be?

It starts somewhere. Often with an insight. But a process does not have to be linear. Einstein on the Swiss tram, realizing that light from the church clock takes more time to travel to him, the further and faster he travels. Time, which had been linear, became relative.

Maria Montessori, the great educationalist, realized that children’s education does not have to be linear – because children do not learn in a linear way.

Introducing one of her books, she explains that for most of human history, men did not set out on a journey to reach a specific destination. They did not set out from Lyon to go to Paris: there was no Paris. They wandered into the forest and looked around for anything they might bring back for their families to eat.[14]

Learning was, is and should be, a process of exploration. Like creativity.

Traditional advertising is a linear process. The advertiser speaks, the consumer listens. The advertiser dramatizes the problem and demonstrates the solution.

(By the way: only men think this way. Women perceive the world more holistically. Ironic, really, that conventional advertising was mostly created by men, trying to influence women. I suppose, we all learn the hard way.)

And because the path is always the same, there has been little need for experimentation.

Today, life is different. The internet has empowered consumers to discover information and develop preferences for themselves. This brand provides a solution to your ’problem’ – but do you like the company that made it?

You like this product – but would you prefer it to be configured a little differently? The experience looks interesting, but what do other people like you think about it?

Ten years ago, I left the world of traditional advertising agency networks, because I realized that one size – one way – does not fit all needs.

“The truth well told.” “Disruption.” “Belief dynamics.” “The whole egg.” As the Irish joke goes, ’It’s easy to get to Limerick, but you can’t start from here.”

So I started from a different place; or rather, like Einstein, from no place at all.

In 2003, I read a wonderful book by Jeremy Rifkin of the Wharton business school, called “The Age of Access.” The author explained that today you do not have to own a shoe factory, to build a great brand of shoes. Nike does not own their factories; nor does Adidas. Nor does Apple, either.[15]

I created my own company, thenetworkone, to deliver custom-built agency networks which would be different for each marketing client (and for each ’lead’ agency). It is true, we have a process to identify which agencies each client really needs. Where should they be? What experience do they need? What do they need to do? How should they do it? How much should it cost?

But we do this individually, for each client, without ever trying to sell a marketing client a ready-made solution. As Lukas explains in this book, creativity starts with individuals. Everyone can be creative. You do not need a shoe factory to sell shoes. You do not need a traditional advertising agency to create communications.

So please, read this book and take a walk in the forest with one of the smartest and most interesting thinkers in the business of creativity today.

Julian Boulding

President

Thenetworkone
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Preface by the author 

The title of this book is provoking. Especially, if one works in the creativity industry himself and makes a living out of it. Am I really prepared to sacrifice all that makes up the basis of my livelihood? Am I really suggesting in this book that we should eliminate all current advertising, communication, marketing and PR agencies? And then what? It is not only a question of where to put the creative workers, but also: Who will develop campaigns, commercials and advertisements? Nowadays new ideas are in demand everywhere. The times where there was only one detergent on the market are long gone. But even the era in which identical products were characterised merely by brands is over. Better – faster – whiter: Seduction through advertisement was an appropriate and effective tactic. But with the increasing fragmentation of the market, this method has stopped working– and neither lavish storytelling, nor any nonsensical adverts can make it work anymore. Creative people working on advertisements see themselves faced with the demand for unconventional solutions. Companies increasingly demand creativity amongst their own ranks and from their employees. Only with the best ideas will you be able to survive! In order to avoid stalling, companies have to develop better ideas again and again, in a more frequent and quicker way.[16]

[image: Abbildung]

The creative development of ideas is no longer limited to artists, advertisers and marketing experts. My main hypothesis on this topic is: Everybody can be a top creative. To launch a product, a service or even a brand nowadays, you need neither marketing agencies nor industry experts. With this book it will be possible for everyone to develop the ideas that sell best. Ideas that are on one hand creative, and on the other hand effective. Step by step, everyone may discover and utilise his own creative effectiveness through a tried and tested, and scientifically backed process.[17]

Everyone can create – because that is what the tried and tested process is for. Everyone can work with it and in order to succeed we neither have to be a scientist nor a gifted artist. The finding of this new era is: Creativity is the medium. Everyone should be able to use it for himself, for his position, his company, or his task. But what happens if a new idea is being demanded ad hoc, urgently, and if possible immediately? This manual is supposed to help against the frightening piece of blank paper in front of you, against the idle running brain and against the blinking cursor on the otherwise empty screen. This book is not about techniques of creativity, even if it might seem like it at first glance. Instead, this book focuses on the development of ideas – and on a new, effective and successful method.

The idea for this book came up during my practical application: For years, I have been helping people in countless workshops through the process of finding ideas, and I am teaching these workshops using my own method that I am describing here. Step by step we will go through the different stages. According to my experience, even those people that never thought of themselves as creative in any way could develop an idea within the team – even ideas that can be successfully implemented. Often I experience a kind of change of attitude in the people during my seminars: Technicians, engineers and accountants suddenly develop highly creative ideas that are strategically well-founded and relevant to the target group.[18]

This manual conveys realisations and experience from my countless workshops, lectures and training sessions close to practical application. The main focus lies in the message that ideas are not a chance product and that everyone can create well-founded ideas and solutions in very short time. The creation and effectivity of outstanding communication ideas are simply based on a sophisticated, tried and successful method that utilises certain operating principles. That is how everyone is able to create outstanding ideas.

Also collaboration among agencies and companies are founded in briefings and presentations originating from developed and thought-out ideas. In the recent years I have come to realise that the increased speed of communication has increased the demand for ideas, but not the capacity for developing these ideas. Agencies and companies frequently see themselves faced with a lack of time. This leads to briefings which are not well thought through or which do not convey the differentiating message they are supposed to have, instead they are just describing the implementation. Many small shots, but not enough content. For example: We need a new trade-fair film. Now.

The agencies are just glad about getting a new contract and they actually do not question the initial briefing, but instead develop an idea based on an incomplete briefing. And later, while presenting the idea, suddenly everyone is surprised. That is when the people realise that they have just worked into the trash bin. These moments leave two solutions to choose from. That means:[19]


	Version 1: A re-briefing is scheduled (which now for the first time actually is a briefing), and in cooperation with at least one more agency, a new idea has to be found as soon as possible. This is not only frustrating for the employees, but it also leads to overtime work during the weekends.


	Or the management opts for version 2: deciding to stick to the presented concept despite not being in favour of it, due to a lack of time and resources for this project. The result of this version is that once more everyone is frustrated and the agency will not have the same client the next time.




Despite every sympathy for the apparent time pressure, everyone must admit that generic briefings spawn generic communication.

This book helps companies plan their briefings in a more definite, inspired, and on top of all, faster way. Input decides output, and companies that know what they want, can expect better results if they hold more precise briefings. Additionally, they are now in a better position to check the presented idea. Another important requirement for better briefings and better reviews of the presented ideas is the following: The responsible people in the company have to figure out what characterises their brand or product. What is the special thing about it, what is its character? Only if you really know the core of the product, you can brief well and check well later.[20]

The second part of the idea development process described within this book focuses on the generation of ideas. Even though many companies do not consider this as being part of their task, but the task of the creative agency, reading this book will help understand how ideas are generated and how the implementation is carved out. This understanding of the creative process will help the people responsible in the company to understand and better categorise and evaluate creative ideas and their intentions, and it enables them to make bolder decisions.
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