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INTRODUCTION


A quick confession: when I was working as an advertising creative and found myself stuck on a brief, I would sometimes flip through awards annuals for inspiration. It wasn’t that I wanted to steal ideas – honest. It was more that I noticed the same types of ad coming up again and again: some showed two different things combined into one; some showed objects that looked like other objects; some were written in a tone of voice that switched from the grand to the mundane.


I found that thinking about these different techniques could open up new ways into tricky briefs. Not always, of course, but often enough to make it worthwhile.


This book gives an overview of a hundred different approaches to creating an ad. They don’t all work in the same way: some are rhetorical devices that have been around for thousands of years; some are visual techniques inherited from art and design; others have their roots in classic sales arguments. But they are all useful approaches that are worth considering one by one.

I hope this book can help to remind creatives of the variety of methods open to them. Certain techniques, such as visual similes and metaphors, are attempted a lot at the moment, while others, such as the devices used for witty headline writing, are under-used.

I also hope this book will be useful to the wide range of people who encounter creative ideas in their working lives. Marketing executives, account handlers and other professionals are often required to evaluate ads, and these brief introductions should provide them with a helpful framework.


Whether you’re an industry professional or simply interested in why you see the same patterns repeated over and over again, this book should allow you to tell your mash-ups from your metaphors. And if you’re stuck on the brief from hell, I hope it provides that moment of inspiration when you switch from staring out of the window with your feet on the desk to frantically scribbling on your notepad.
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REVEALS


Many ads encourage us to make assumptions and then immediately contradict them.


A classic headline reveal can be seen in the Nike poster ‘’66 was a great year for English football. Eric was born.’ We initially assume the ad is referring to England’s only World Cup win. But we find it’s actually referring to the birth of Eric Cantona, who played for Manchester United.


A similar technique in TV is known as ‘pull back and reveal’. The viewer is led to believe they’re seeing a particular situation, only to find out that they’re looking at a totally different one. This can generate a quick visual joke. For example, we might think we’re looking at a glamorous or idyllic environment and then discover we’re seeing a mundane or squalid one.


The technique can also be used to more serious effect, as in the ‘Points of View’ ad for The Guardian. At first we think a skinhead is running away from someone. Then a different angle makes us think he’s attacking a businessman. But a wide shot helps us understand he’s actually saving the man from falling bricks.


Radio advertising is well suited to this sort of misdirection. An ad created by Ricky Gervais for the Prostate Cancer Charity features a doctor giving a man a rectal examination. Afterwards, the man asks, ‘Does he have to be here?’ We then hear the voice of a third man, who’s been in the scene all along. This kind of ‘radio reveal’ can be a good way to generate surprise.
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01 / Nike


The classic structure of the headline reveal. The first sentence sets up an assumption and the second contradicts it.
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02 / Old Spice


‘I’m on a horse.’ This phenomenally popular Old Spice commercial ends with a visual joke known as the ‘pull back and reveal’.


[image: ]


03 / The Guardian


This ad for The Guardian newspaper is a master class in reversing viewer assumption. We think the skinhead is attacking the businessman, then discover he’s actually saving him.
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MASH-UPS


Mash-ups bring together incongruent images, genres and styles.


Mixing two very different things together can often create something new. The technique has been used in everything from Monty Python sketches to bootleg remixes of Slipknot and Justin Bieber to novels such as Pride and Prejudice and Zombies. Combining mismatched images can create strong print advertising. A poster for the Financial Times blended Richard Branson and Che Guevara to illustrate ‘business revolutionaries’.


The technique can be used to generate surprising visuals. A Telefonica ad showed an Asian man with red hair to illustrate the claim, ‘The lowest call rates to Japan and Scotland’. The Natural History Museum mixed images of children and explorers for their ‘New recruits wanted’ campaign.


TV and radio are perfect for mixing different genres and styles. The effect is often deliberately silly, as with the Heineken commercial that combined costume drama with action movie.


The incongruity can also be shocking. A radio ad for the charity Women’s Aid described domestic abuse in the style of a Mills & Boon romance. A TV ad for children’s charity the NSPCC combined slapstick animation with disturbing live action. A boy who is being attacked by his father is shown purely through animation until the very end, when we see him lying face down on the floor. The line was, ‘Real children don’t bounce back’.
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01 / FT


Mash-ups combine two contrasting visuals. Here, an icon of communism is mixed with an icon of capitalism.
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02 / Natural History Museum


This campaign for the Natural History Museum mashed up images of grizzled explorers with those of child visitors.
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03 / NSPCC


‘Real children don’t bounce back’. This NSPCC ad combined cartoon violence with live action to upsetting effect.
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DOUBLE MEANINGS


Incredibly popular with copywriters, ‘double meanings’ are words or phrases that can be read in two different ways.


A famous British example is Saatchi & Saatchi’s 1979 ‘Labour isn’t working’ poster for the Conservative Party. This three-word poster could be taken to mean both that the British workforce was unemployed and that the governing Labour Party was failing.


New York radio station WINS used the classic slogan ‘You give us 22 minutes, we give you the world’. The station ‘gives you the world’ both in its commitment and in its international scope.


Some provocative campaigns use lines that could mean good or bad things about the brand. The UK online electrical retailer Dixons ran the line ‘The last place you want to go’. While hinting at the snobbery some might feel about discount retailers, this also acknowledges that many people buy things cheaply online after spotting them in shops.


The positive connotation of the line outweighs the negative one.


Shocking or taboo double meanings can be playfully hinted at. An ad for Albany Life Assurance asked, ‘Are you making plans for your wife’s death?’ and showed a knife, a pillow, some bleach and some pills.


Double meanings can also be a source of lewd humour. A campaign for the UK package holiday firm Club 18–30 was a master class in sexual innuendo, featuring such lines as ‘Something deep inside her said she’d come again’, ‘Holiday forecast: Damp, followed by wet patches’ and ‘Wake up at the crack of Dawn (or Lisa, or Julie, or Karen …)’.
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01 / Albany Life Assurance


Dark double meanings can grab attention. In this ad, the plans you should be making for your wife’s death involve insurance rather than murder.
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02 / Club 18–30


Smutty double meanings can be appropriate for 18–30-year-old funseekers. Other audiences might be put off by them, though.
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03 / The Conservative Party


According to some, this double meaning was powerful enough to sway the result of the 1979 UK general election.
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PUNS


Although adored by young children and tabloid subeditors, puns are generally disliked in modern advertising.


It’s worth clearing up exactly what is meant by ‘pun’. Lines that exploit two different meanings of a word or phrase, such as those discussed in the last entry, can be considered puns. But this entry is about lines that substitute a word with one that sounds the same or similar.


Several famous endlines are based around puns, such as ‘Nothing runs like a Deere’ for John Deere tractors, ‘See America at see level’ for Amtrack, ‘I think therefore IBM’, ‘Did you MacClean your teeth today?’ and ‘If you want to get ahead, get a hat’ for the British Hat Council. These lines are now regarded as classics, but familiarity can reduce the groan factor. Let’s not forget that the name of the biggest band of all time, the Beatles, is also a terrible pun.


A few decades ago, campaigns based around puns were celebrated by the industry. An award-winning poster campaign for Walls sausages by CDP featured the lines ‘Porky and Best’ (a play on Porgy and Bess), ‘Pinky and Porky’ (a play on Pinky and Perky) and ‘I’m meaty, fry me’ (a reference to the notorious ‘I’m Margie, fly me’ campaign for National Airlines). Even the hallowed Economist poster campaign featured such pun executions as ‘Think someone under the table’.


Puns haven’t been shown much love by juries since then, though some executions, like ‘Roger more’ for Durex condoms and ‘Mom, Dad … I’m Gaelic’ for Finnegans Irish Amber, have sneaked into annuals.


Puns can be direct and entertaining. But they’re also very easy to write. It seems odd for a client to pay an agency fee for something they could quickly come up with themselves. But while linguistic puns have fallen out of favour, visual puns are still widely admired, as detailed in the next entry.
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01 / Durex


This cheeky condom poster puns on the name of James Bond star Roger Moore, ‘roger’ being one of the many sexual euphemisms in English.
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02 / The Economist


Puns are unfashionable now, but were once used in the very best campaigns. Even The Economist’s campaign featured a couple.
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03 / Finnegans Irish Amber


This pun was originally created for Finnegans Irish Amber by Fallon Minneapolis, but now survives on novelty St Patrick’s Day T-shirts.
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VISUAL PUNS


Visual puns bring metaphorical figures of speech to life.


Everyday language is full of metaphors we take for granted. Showing the literal meaning of such phrases creates a visual pun. It’s a familiar technique from broad comedy, as when Ted Striker in Airplane! says, ‘the shit’s gonna hit the fan’, and we cut to some actual excrement splatting on to a fan.


Visual puns can be relied on for a quick gag. A poster for the UK listings magazine Time Out showed a candle being burnt at both ends. An Australian ad for the sportswear brand Skins featured an uneven playing field, implying that the clothing gives you an unfair competitive edge. A poster for Fiat cars showed a wolf disguised as a sheep.


As in the Fiat example, visual puns can sometimes communicate the benefit without the need for an explanatory line. This creates clean, simple ads that can stand out among cluttered competition.


Sometimes big-budget TV ads are built around a single visual pun. A Super Bowl ad for the IT company EDS brought the phrase ‘herding cats’ to life by showing cowboys leading cats across desert plains.


Similar to the visual pun, the ‘stealth pun’ is a visualized phrase that’s hidden to give an extra layer of humour. For example, a Charmin toilet tissue campaign featured animated bears in woods. This is an obvious reference to the rhetorical question ‘Do bears shit in the woods?’ Watch out for stealth puns if you’re a client buying work from an ad agency.
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01 / Fiat


Visual puns can make for quick, clean posters. This Fiat ad plays on the phrase ‘a wolf in sheep’s clothing’.
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02 / Harvey Nichols


This poster for the Harvey Nichols sale brings the phrase ‘catfight’ to life in an entertaining way.
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03 / Skins


An uneven playing field. Visual puns bring to life the bizarre imagery we take for granted in everyday expressions.



06


VISUAL METAPHORS


A visual metaphor communicates a benefit by showing something different with the same quality.


Visual metaphor is sometimes regarded as a primitive technique, and it’s not hard to find examples of ads where cheetahs are used to represent speed, or tailors are used to represent ‘bespoke solutions’. But it can make for simple, impactful communication when used well.


The classic ‘Cages save lives’ poster for Volvo showed a cage protecting a diver from sharks. A TV execution developed the metaphor by dubbing traffic noises over the sharks. It was a compelling argument to buy, and gave the ads a dark, murky tone that was unusual for the sector.


When they’re executed well, visual metaphors can be so simple they don’t need any words at all. An award-winning ad for Thailand’s News Channel 1 replaced a camera with a viewer to show how their coverage places you at the centre of the action.


Some visual metaphors stand out due to the sheer amount of care that goes into crafting them. JWT Shanghai’s ad for Samsonite shows the torture that luggage endures on an aircraft in contrast to the heavenly treatment passengers enjoy. The idea that luggage goes through hell could have been executed in a clichéd way, but the ad brought the metaphor to life in intricate detail.
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01 / Nike


Tennis star Pete Sampras was renowned for his explosive serve, as brought to life in this visual metaphor for Nike.
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02 / Samsonite


Your luggage goes through hell. A metaphor that could have seemed familiar is brought to life with great craft.
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03 / News channel 1


News coverage that places you right in the action. Some visual metaphors are so simple they work without any copy.
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VISUAL SIMILES


A visual simile, or visual echo, presents an object to look like something else. It’s a popular way of creating print executions that often impresses awards juries.


Sometimes visual similes can be created by clever photography or cropping. The ‘Don’t forget it’s a diesel’ poster for Volkswagen shot a petrol pump to look like an elephant. A recycling ad for Greenpeace cropped a torn piece of paper so that the holes looked like trees. A poster for John West tuna with the line ‘Straight from the sea’ cropped an opened tin lid to make it resemble a wave.


Good creatives develop an eye for the visual echoes they encounter in everyday life. Some, like the faces that can be imagined on the fronts of cars, are obvious and have been overused. But it takes a highly tuned visual sense to spot the similarity between a petrol pump and an elephant or a ripped piece of paper and a row of trees.


Visual similes are often used for standalone ads, but it’s also possible to create a campaign out of them. A campaign for the Tate Gallery with the line ‘Minds open from 10am’ showed a series of objects that looked like other things, including a conker that looked like an eye, beansprouts that looked like swans and a vine that resembled a human figure.
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01 / Greenpeace


The holes in a torn piece of paper resemble trees in this ad for Greenpeace. Sometimes unusual cropping helps create visual similes.
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02 / Tate Gallery


‘A conker noticed after a visit to the Tate’. This art gallery campaign used a series of visual similes.
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02 / John West


The rims of a tin can resemble water ripples in this John West poster.
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ANALOGY


Analogies compare a product or brand to something more familiar that people can relate to.


It’s worth remembering that comparisons can be made between words as well as pictures. Some analogies that might seem contrived as visuals can be turned into engaging headlines with good writing.


A straightforward form of advertising analogy makes a comparison between using the product in question and another enjoyable experience. DDB’s classic Polaroid ad showed a product demonstration with the line ‘It’s like opening a present’. It was a simple and credible comparison to something everyone has experienced, and it helped to establish Polaroid cameras as a separate category from traditional photography.


Analogies can also be used to create concise headlines that make convincing sales arguments. Consider Wild Turkey’s ‘There are less expensive bourbons. There are also thinner steaks and smaller cars.’


Longer analogies can be sustained for more complex issues. An ad for the Continental Bank by Fallon McElligott read, ‘Let’s say the foot is your company, the banana is a change in interest rates, and the floor is extremely hard.’ The copy refers back to the comparison at the end, giving the ad a pleasing circularity: ‘There’ll still be bananas in the world. But at least you won’t be stepping on them.’
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01 / Polaroid


The analogy between peeling back a Polaroid and opening a present is a convincing one, and evokes the fun and excitement of the product.
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02 / Wild Turkey


Analogy is used for a convincing sales argument in this ad for Wild Turkey bourbon by Angotti Thomas Hedge.
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03 / Continental Bank


Analogies can bring a dry subject matter to life. Here Fallon McElligott uses one to inject humour into the world of business banking.
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OMISSION


Some ads omit words or images and leave us to fill in the blanks.


A classic Fisher-Price press ad featured a boy standing alone on the right of a picture. The headline was, ‘Which of these three kids is wearing Fisher-Price anti-slip roller skates?’ Rather than showing the slapstick image of a child falling over, the ad invites us to imagine it, making for a much funnier execution.


A Brazilian ad for a push-up bra also used unusual cropping. It looks as though we are seeing a queue of people with a large gap. It’s only when we read the product name that we understand what’s really going on.


The principle of omission works just as well on TV, as in the Alka-Seltzer ad where we see two men adrift in a boat. The ad cuts to one of the men alone. The voiceover is, ‘Alka-Seltzer. For when you’ve eaten something you shouldn’t have.’


Omitting letters or words can also make for clever advertising. In 2004, the English Premier League team Arsenal completed an entire season without defeat. Their record of wins, draws and losses could be written as WWWWDDWWWDWWWD DWDWWDWWWWWWWWWDWDW DDDWW. Nike ran this as a poster, also omitting the ‘L’ from the name of the club.
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01 / Wonderbra


Some ads leave gaps in the visual and leave readers to work out what’s going on. Here the product gives us all the clues we need.
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02 / Nike Arsenal


Omitting words or letters can also produce good executions. This Nike ad celebrated English football team Arsenal’s year without a Premier League loss.
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03 / Fisher-Price roller skates


The visual of this wonderfully simple Fisher-Price ad omits something the headline leads us to expect.
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MINIMALISM


Minimalism communicates an idea using the fewest elements possible.
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