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FOREWORD









 



YOU CAN’T UNLEARN TO BE AN ASSHOLE



Paul asked me to write a few words for this book. We obviously like each other or he wouldn’t have asked and I wouldn’t have written. So we’re past the asshole barrier already.


Over the past 50 years or so (yes, I am that old), I’ve worked with hundreds of colleagues, having hired most of them myself. I didn’t know it in the beginning, and if I had I probably wouldn’t have admitted it: I’ve always hired people because I liked them, asking myself, “Do I want to spend 8–10 hours a day with this person in the same room? And would the rest of the team think likewise?” Most designers can pick up specific skills in a few weeks, learn proper typography (ok, that’ll take years), write clean code, make very good espresso. But you can never unlearn to be an asshole.


The best people I’ve hired came from the weirdest backgrounds—carpenters, chefs, soldiers, historians—not the usual smooth ride through academia for them. A willingness to learn, to fit in, and to give their best is more important than having passed exams. Do not rely on portfolios (I’ve seen too many with copies of other people’s work—digital makes that easy), trust your gut.


Employees move on. They become competitors, peers, often enough clients. And they’ll remember how you treated them back then. It always hurts when someone leaves, especially when they started as beginners and you taught them a few of their first tricks. But they need to move, or else they think that your way of doing things is the only way. It certainly is not. But they’ll stay in touch and will treat you as a friend later on if you treated them decently back then. When Paul left Edenspiekermann Berlin after a few years there, I was disappointed. At the same time I knew that he had to in order to learn and get better. We kept in touch and: Bingo! Years later, we work together again.


The German proverb says: As you shout into the woods, it will shout back at you (Wie man in den Wald hineinruft, so schallt es zurück). Lousy translation, but you get the gist.


I rest my case. At any rate, you have a whole book in front of you with Paul making his case, which happens to be our case.


Dr. h.c. Erik Spiekermann










PREFACE



A framed poster hangs on the wall near the front entrance to the office of our downtown Los Angeles agency. Printed on a 1961 Korrex Frankfurt Kraft press, it is probably the most popular piece of wall decoration I have ever come across. Almost every person who visits the agency—from Hollywood celebrities to investment bankers—comments on the poster, often taking a selfie in front of it so that their colleagues, friends, or fans associate them with its message. Designed by type designer and entrepreneur Erik Spiekermann, the poster simply reads: “Don’t work for assholes. Don’t work with assholes.”


If not working for assholes is so ubiquitously cherished by all manner of people, why is it that so many of us do? In the creative industries, “The Asshole” and the toxic culture that follows them is found more often than a nun in a nunnery.


Over the years, I’ve had many friends who work for CEOs, creative directors, account directors, and who-the-hell-cares directors who are not just assholes, but assholes who pride themselves on being assholes. It could be the ego-driven creative director who imparts his off-the-cuff whims and last-minute feedback to designers at 5.50pm on a Friday before a Monday morning client presentation; an HR department that doesn’t reply to unsuccessful job applications; or a CEO who fosters a work environment where staff feel the need to regularly work long hours under the guise of “living the dream.” The creative industries have long had a reputation of being filled with people who would be more at home running a prison camp than mentoring impressionable young talent in an agency environment.


However, things are showing signs of changing, albeit slowly. In the past, young talent simply had to endure the long hours, the egomaniacs, and all manner of other unfavorable working practices due to the lack of alternative career paths where they could scratch their creative itch in exchange for a steady paycheck. But nowadays, with the vast array of viable alternatives, including tech companies, startups, and expanding in-house design teams, the best talent can pick and choose their career options with no need to involve bad culture and egos.


Despite the signs of a positive shift in attitudes, old habits die hard. Unsustainable work practices are still commonplace in creative agencies, and these result in burnout, high staff turnover, and poor-quality work. When you work in a toxic environment, neither the individual, the client, nor the work itself benefits.


This book explores the simple question: “Can you do great work without being an asshole?”


Is this a naive undertaking in an industry not known either for sustainable work practices or being free of egos? Can it be done in a way that maintains a competitive advantage, keeps your clients happy, and, perhaps most crucially, still produces great work?


As you work through this book, you’ll notice recurring comparisons between my time working in Germany and my time in the USA. The cultural difference between creative agencies in Northern European (Germany, Sweden, Denmark, etc.) and Western English-speaking nations (USA, UK, Ireland, etc.) is huge. Northern Europeans put a big focus on efficient work practices, whereas the latter tend to put the work above all else, regardless of the implications on personal life. Having worked in both cultures, I can see there are definite merits to both working styles. This book attempts to compare the best (and worst) features of both.


Yours sincerely,


 


Paul Woods


P.S. You’re probably thinking “the person writing this seems like a bit of an asshole themselves.” This statement is possibly not entirely untrue.
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BEING NICE IS GOOD BUSINESS



 


Traditionally in the creative industries, the work has always come first; being an asshole was entirely acceptable once you had picked up a few awards along the way. While that’s all well and good in the short term, internal culture all too often gets left behind in the rush to produce great work.


Great agency culture matters. If you want to do great work, it matters. If you want to attract the best staff, it matters. If you want to build client relationships, it matters. And even if you are a truly soulless creature who cares only about a quick buck, it still matters. Although creative agencies have never had a problem with producing great work, they have had a more troubled past with regard to maintaining positive work environments and treating staff well. Now, in the information age where there are no secrets, these chickens are finally coming home to roost.








 



BAD CULTURE IN THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES



Anyone who has worked in the creative industries in London, New York, or almost any other major city, will probably agree that bad culture, egos, and ludicrous working hours are not only common but are often celebrated. Interns are not paid. Long hours are worn as a badge of pride. Egomania is encouraged, and it is generally understood that the larger the ego, the more revered and “legendary” the individual is.


Like most people who have worked in the creative industries, I have encountered many individuals who embody the very worst industry stereotypes. Over the course of this book, you will be introduced to some of the most colorful ones that I have come across. The first such character I will share with you is especially memorable. This fine gentleman—let’s call him Denny Dribblehoff—was a particularly bad apple.


GREAT AGENCY CULTURE MATTERS. IF YOU WANT TO DO GREAT WORK, IT MATTERS. IF YOU WANT TO ATTRACT THE BEST STAFF, IT MATTERS.


Denny was not a Steve Jobs-esque creative genius, but an account director managing a large corporate client. Account directors like this embody the very worst traits of the creative industries. Admittedly, they have one of the toughest jobs in the industry, juggling unreasonable client demands with realistic timelines for producing the actual creative work. Over the years, I have worked with some wonderful account directors who understood what it takes to make great work; Denny Dribblehoff was not one them. Denny was from an obscure town called something like Ballsberg or Shitsville. Relatively new to city life, he was placed in charge of managing a large—and rather tricky—corporate client. He walked with the swagger of a fooball player, dressed in an ill-fitting black suit and tie which gave the impression that he was permanently on his way to a funeral, and on the rare occasion when he let his hair down, he could not handle his drink. He was a nightmare to every creative team at the agency. Without fail, around 5pm on almost any given Friday before a deadline, Denny would come by the design department and in his thickest Midwestern accent say: “All right guys. The client loooooooves the creative. Great … genius stuff—never seen anything like it. Those words, right out of her mouth. There’s a Webby Award on the way for this one! Now, we have a few changes to make ….”


Denny would then rattle off a long list of changes that amounted to coming up with a totally new idea over the weekend and finishing it before the 9am deadline on Monday morning. He would then inform us he had an important family event to attend and had to leave right away, but would see us all on Monday, “… bright and early, guys!” and leave the office with a spring in his step.



THE BAD HABITS OF THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES
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LONG HOURS
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EGOS
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POOR TREATMENT OF JUNIORS
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CHAOTIC WORKFLOWS


While common sense in that situation would be for the design team to tell Denny to go to hell before bludgeoning him to a bloody pulp with his patent-leather shoes, such is the conditioning in creative agencies that creatives see this type of request as a challenge: “Are you good enough to produce an award-winning piece of work in three days? Dilly and Johnny won a big pitch by working over the course of a single weekend and now there’s talk of them winning a Cannes Gold Lion.”


Account directors like Denny understand the creative disposition all too well, and know exactly how and when to push the ego and insecurity buttons of creatives. It is no wonder that many older creatives I know working in agencies are divorced. In the creative industries, your personal life can go screw itself. By the way, Denny is still alive and working at the same agency; he hasn’t (yet) been bludgeoned with his own shoes, or anything else for that matter.


THE DRIVE FOR EXCELLENCE AT ALL COSTS


Creative directors are some of the worst offenders when it comes to cultivating bad work environments. Conditioned by years of long hours, weekend work, and egos as juniors themselves, they have come to accept that personal life has no place in the creative industries, and now will do everything in their power to produce a “great” piece of work. It’s a vicious cycle. After someone has spent a few years in the creative industries, the focus on producing excellence every single time becomes a blinding force regardless of the assignment.


This striving for excellence blinds you from discerning the projects that are worth sacrificing personal time for from the crap that benefits no one. I’ve worked like a maniac on some worthwhile projects that deserved my personal time, such as working 20-hour days on-site in South Africa designing a platform that promotes social entrepreneurs in poorer communities. This project mattered. However—especially earlier in my career—I also sacrificed many, many, many hours of my personal life on projects that were of no value to anyone, least of all me. In fact, nobody outside our team’s circle of creative insanity would ever care about the work we were creating. Remember the banner ad campaign that you worked on for 15 hours a day and missed two weekends for? Only 0.05% of people1 who see it will ever click on it. It is trash. Nobody needs it. Nobody cares.


DISCERN THE PROJECTS THAT ARE WORTH SACRIFICING PERSONAL TIME FOR FROM THE CRAP THAT BENEFITS NO ONE


A well-known advertising agency sports the slogan “The Work. The Work. The Work.” This mantra perfectly sums up the intense culture of pressure that agencies foster wherein people are expected to go to any lengths to produce excellence for just about any assignment. When you take a step back from this, you realize this behavior is insane. Reality check: You are helping corporations to sell cheap phone packages, fizzy drinks, chocolate bars, and all manner of other useless products. Is this worth sacrificing your personal life, your family, and your friends for? Unfortunately, for many years in the creative industries, the answer was a resounding yes.


WHAT HAS CHANGED?


The question is, why is not being an asshole suddenly so important? After all, the creative industries have been around for decades, making billions of dollars a year, and picking up countless awards along the way, regardless of their toxic work practices. Why change now? The reason is very simple: At the heart of great creative work are great people. Unsurprisingly, great people will only stay in your agency if they are happy and, in the digital age, the best talent is empowered with more choice and information than ever before.


GREAT PEOPLE WILL ONLY STAY IN YOUR AGENCY IF THEY ARE HAPPY



GOOD CULTURE



[image: Illustration]



BAD CULTURE
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STIFF COMPETITION FROM TECH COMPANIES



In recent years, the agency model, once the only game in town, has begun to lose its exclusivity, as the best people are increasingly being lured away by more appealing and more lucrative offers from the deep pockets in Silicon Valley. Tech companies such as Google, Facebook, and others often offer more competitive salaries, flexible working hours, and a plethora of other perks that agencies find it hard to compete with.


In addition to the salary and benefits, the excitement of being part of an actual product or a startup is tremendously appealing to young talent. A couple of years ago, I was offered a job at a big tech firm in San Francisco and, despite being an “agency guy” through and through, I was tempted. I even took part in a round of interviews with the firm, and I was very pleasantly surprised at what they had to offer creatives. Had I not recently moved my family from Europe to New York, I would not have hesitated to leave the agency world behind.


CLIENT-SIDE IS MORE POPULAR THAN EVER


In-house teams at non-tech companies are growing too. While I was working agency-side in New York, I saw quite a few people leave for in-house roles at traditionally “non-creative” companies. And it is no wonder: When it comes to digital products, client-side is a very attractive place to be. Creatives get to work on projects with more focus on getting the details right, rather than rushing from project to project, and often get to work in a more sustainable environment.


THE GUILTY ARE NAMED AND SHAMED


Although the creative industries have always had a less-than-stellar reputation when it came to working practices, in the past, given the allure, young talent were happy to go along with the toxic culture in the name of forwarding their careers. However, there are no secrets in the digital age and talent can easily discern what roles and clients have good or bad cultures. Sites such as Glassdoor mean that staff can speak their minds anonymously and their reviews are publicly available to potential hires and potential clients. It only takes a quick search to find evidence of bad culture, once hidden behind closed doors, laid bare for all to see.


CREATIVE PROJECTS ARE MORE LONG-TERM THAN EVER


As marketing budgets are increasingly poured into digital projects, the industry needs to shift toward a longer-term model and away from the traditional “churn and burn.” Unlike the process of creating a TV spot or a marketing campaign, building a digital product is a slow process, taking months or years rather than weeks. These types of long-term projects require an entirely different mindset from the fast and furious approach typically employed by traditional agencies.


BEING NICE IS GOOD BUSINESS


Let’s be very clear about something. Producing great work means working fucking hard—there is no shortcut. It does not mean checking out at 5pm. It does not mean sitting on Facebook during the day or taking leisurely two-hour lunch breaks. It does mean occasionally working late nights to push something from being good to being great. It might mean working an odd weekend before the final deadline of a long project. But long hours, inefficiency, and bad culture should be the exception, not the rule. It is not an excuse for a lack of respect for people’s personal lives. It is not an excuse for having an ego the size of a planet. First and foremost, you work in the creative industries. You are not an artist. It is a commercial occupation. It is a fun occupation for sure, and a very meaningful one, but it is not something to sacrifice your life for.


PRODUCING GREAT WORK MEANS WORKING FUCKING HARD— THERE IS NO SHORTCUT.


In my career, I have been very lucky to have worked at some great companies with fantastic internal culture that still consistently produce great work. Believe me, it’s a tough balance to get right and it requires a lot of effort on all sides. However, building a great culture is simply no longer an optional “nice to have.” Simply put, if you are an asshole, your best people will leave. When the best people leave, the work suffers. And when this happens, the clients will not be far behind.



AM I AN ASSHOLE?
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1 https://www.smartinsights.com/internet-advertising/internet-advertising-analytics/display-advertising-clickthrough-rates/
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