


[image: 001]





MORE PRAISE FOR GRANT McCRACKEN AND CHIEF CULTURE OFFICER

“This is a marvel of a business book: highly entertaining, original, and provocative. Entrepreneurs who want to understand their customers, target market, and the cultural dynamics that shape the business world—which is to say all entrepreneurs—need to read it.”

—BEN CASNOCHA, author of My Start-Up Life: What a (Very) Young CEO Learned on His Journey through Silicon Valley



 



 


“In Chief Culture Officer, Grant McCracken highlights the increasing importance of cultural understanding for brands that wish to remain relevant—and profitable—in the protean flux of the modern marketplace, as he carves out a new role for the 21st-century corporation. The best marketers can hope for is to create something that resonates so strongly it becomes part of our cultural fabric. This book is an indispensable tool for achieving that goal.”

—FARIS YAKOB, Executive Vice President and Chief Technology Strategist, McCann Erickson New York


 



 


“Marketing gets failing grades when it comes to understanding and using culture. In Chief Culture Officer—a delectable cultural soup that is sure to stir your taste buds—Grant McCracken makes a compelling case that culture will be marketing’s next silver bullet. I whole-heartedly endorse his call for bringing culture-thinking into the company.”

—PHILIP KOTLER, author of Chaotics: The Business of Managing and Marketing in the Age of Turbulence



 



 


“Grant McCracken, once again, sees clearly the patterns in which innovation, enterprise, and smart people can influence change, create value, and respond to popular culture, where real people experience choice. The book is terrific and spot on.”

—RICHARD GREFÉ, CEO, AIGA | the professional association for design


 



 


“Grant McCracken has cracked the holy grail of what’s next to blend talent management, corporate strategy, and trendspotting, and his storytelling style captivates and educates. I am blown away.”

—MARIAN SALZMAN, partner and chief marketing officer, Porter Novelli
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For Pamela






INTRODUCTION

LEVI STRAUSS, THE JEANS AND APPAREL MAKER, MISSES hip-hop. The penalty: $1 billion.1


Quaker pays too much for Snapple. The penalty: $1.4 billion.2


Facebook claims 7 billion photos as its own. Embarrassment and recantation follow.3


These corporations, like most, were bad at reading culture, bad at staying in touch with culture, bad at working with culture. And it cost them dearly.

By “culture,” I don’t mean corporate culture. And I don’t mean “high culture,” the world of refined taste. By culture, I mean the world outside the corporation, the body of ideas, emotions, and activities that make up the life of the consumer.

It’s not that the corporation hasn’t tried to take account of culture. It’s resorted to the advertising agency, designer, consultant, cool-hunter, and guru.4 Worst case, someone says, “Let’s see what the intern thinks.” (Now a million-dollar decision rests on a twenty-year-old.) But culture is too important to be left to an outsider (or a twenty-year-old). When there’s $1.4 billion at stake, it needs a Chief Culture Officer.

The corporation has learned many things in the past one hundred years. It has mastered most of the mysteries of organizational behavior, operations management, human resources,  communication, marketing, and finance. Until it masters culture, it makes the world needlessly mysterious. It multiplies risk.

Culture matters for reasons good and bad. First, it is the place to discover advantage, opportunity, and innovation. The Four Seasons, Patagonia, Starbucks, Nike, Red Bull, Target, Method Soap—each is a culture play. Each found value in culture. Each extracted value from culture.

Second, culture is the breeding ground of cataclysmic change, a North Sea out of which commotion constantly storms. Without a working knowledge of culture, the corporation lives in a perpetual state of surprise, waiting for the next big storm to hit. Without a CCO, the corporation has no way to perform this crucial piece of threat assessment.

It’s a great puzzle that the corporation should still be trying to solve this problem. We have had 230 years since Adam Smith to find a way to work with culture. Certainly, gifted entrepreneurs and managers rose to address the problem. What was missing was a clear idea, a working knowledge, of culture.

In management literature, there was always a newcomer to elbow culture out of the way. “Objectives!” said Drucker. “Quality!” said Deming. “Reengineering!” said Hammer and Champy. “Excellence!” said Peters. “Strategy!” said Porter. There’s always a new guru, bearing a shiny new toy for the C-suite.5 Poor culture, always the bridesmaid, never the bride.

That’s what I want to do with this book: invent an office and an officer—the Chief Culture Officer, the person who knows culture, both its fads and fashions, and its deep, enduring structures. I hope this book will be read by two groups: people inside the corporation who want to make the corporation more  intelligent, strategic, and responsive, and people outside the corporation who want to turn their knowledge of culture into a profession and a career.

To the CEO, I say, appoint a Chief Culture Officer. To those poised to become a CCO, I say, “You can do it. I can help.”






CHAPTER 1

GETTING PAST GURU

Being Steve Jobs

 



 



 



 




“HE’S A GENIUS.”1


 



“Jobs is indispensible.”2


“Steve Jobs is the key to Apple success . . . [W]ithout him [Apple’s] future is very much in doubt.”3


People talk about Steve Jobs as if he were one of a kind. Clearly, he is a remarkable man. When we look at what he’s done for Apple, cell phones, digital content, the art of design . . . well, he has earned our admiration.

But when it comes to helping Apple navigate culture, Steve Jobs may be less indispensible than we think. With a more systematic approach to culture, many could do what Jobs has done. Let’s not be blinded by the “cult of personality.” It’s good for Jobs. It’s good for Apple. It’s not so good for the rest of us. We have made ourselves guru-dependent.

Jobs owes some of his celebrity to how bad the corporation is at culture. As long as the competition is someone like Sony’s Sir Howard Stringer—the CEO who couldn’t bring himself to apologize for “Rootgate” and struggles to grasp new media and youth culture—well, Jobs is bound to look like a genius.4 As long as culture is ignored by business schools, C-suites, big  brands, and consulting houses, Jobs looks great. In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king (even in sneakers, jeans, and black turtlenecks).

Many companies depend on a guru: Apple on Jobs, Virgin on Richard Branson, CBS on Les Moonves, Omnimedia on Martha Stewart, Bad Boy Entertainment on Sean Combs. The Securities and Exchange Commission worries about this sort of thing. It says that these companies must warn the investor. Here’s what Omnimedia is obliged to say about Stewart in its annual report.

Ms. Stewart’s efforts, personality and leadership have been and continue to be critical to our success . . . [T]he repeated diminution, or loss of her services, due to disability, death or some other cause . . . could have a material adverse effect on our business.5



But precisely. Martha Stewart is the taste maker at Omnimedia. Her loss would be cataclysmic. But, TV appearances aside, is she essential? Stewart is a virtuoso, to be sure. But her gift is not mysterious, imponderable, or irreproducible. Stewart is not essential.

That’s the operating idea of this book: We can reverse-engineer the Stewart sensibility. We can reverse-engineer Jobs’s feeling for culture. We don’t need gurus. We can be our own barometers. The celebrity CEO would like to play the French monarch and insist, “Without me, you’re nothing.” The truth is otherwise.

I will know this book has made a difference when the annual report reads, [T]he repeated diminution, or loss of the CEO’s services, due to disability, death, or some other cause . . . could have a material adverse effect on our business. We have appointed a CCO to diminish the risk.




We will scrutinize the likes of Jobs and Branson and see if we can reverse-engineer their abilities. How do these people do it? What’s the secret of their ability to read culture? And could we do it ourselves?

Steve Jobs’s parents sacrificed heroically to send him to Reed College, a small liberal arts school in Portland, Oregon. But he wasn’t happy. He couldn’t see the point of his studies, and after six months he dropped out.

Jobs didn’t leave Portland and he didn’t leave Reed. He stayed on campus as an unregistered student, walking, thinking, noticing. One of the things he noticed was that campus posters were particularly beautiful. A little investigation told him that Reed had a good calligraphy department, and Jobs decided to take a class, his only class. He promptly fell in love with the art form. “It was beautiful, historical, artistically subtle in a way that science can’t capture, and I found it fascinating.”

And not just fascinating. When Jobs designed the first Macintosh computer, ten years later, his Reed training came back to him. And the rest, as they say, is history. Without his calligraphy course, Jobs says, “the Mac would have never had multiple typefaces or proportionally spaced fonts.” And he says, “It’s likely that no personal computer would have them. If I had never dropped out, I would have never dropped in on this calligraphy class, and personal computers might not have the wonderful typography that they do.”6


Thanks to Jobs and that course, Apple was unique in the tech space. It cared about beauty. And this gave it a strong connection to the creative community, which in turn supplied the corporation with a passionate, supportive base. Apple enthusiasts were so dedicated to the brand they helped fund each new Apple experiment, embracing, without much complaint, even the odd Apple failure. Competitors like HP and IBM lived in a ruthlessly commoditizing marketplace filled with consumers who were “brand disloyal” and aggressively “price sensitive.” Apple lived in a magic bubble with brand evangelists and huge profit margins. Jobs had found a way to connect to the creative community. He had found a way to read culture and speak to it.

Jobs wasn’t a CCO but certainly he acted like one. The lesson: Connect to our culture and we will follow you anywhere. And Apple is now so spectacularly in touch with parts of our culture, it seems almost in control of it.

But the problem is not always a guru who exerts undue influence and claims undue attention. Sometimes the corporation has a CCO on board, a stowaway who deserves more influence than she has.




MARY MINNICK 

For much of the twentieth century, Coke was the defining brand of American commerce and culture, fashioning the image of America at home, distributing the image of America abroad. Coke even helped create our idea of Christmas. (We think of Santa Claus dressed in red and white because these are the colors of the Coca-Cola Company.)7 Coke was everywhere. Coke was it.

That was then. Now Coke struggles to stay in touch with American culture. The value of the brand fell some 20 percent between 1999 and 2006.8 Consumer taste and American culture started running away from Coke, not toward it. Niche players like Gatorade and Red Bull were creating new drinks. Coke wasn’t it. Consumers were rethinking what a “drink” was.

Mary Minnick might have been CCO to the rescue. She joined Coke straight out of business school in 1983. But despite the fact that she was a Coke “lifer,” she was alive to the new directions drinks were taking. She was particularly interested in the noncarbonated drink. (She created Fruitopia.) At Coke, this made her the apostate. A manager told her, “You’ve pushed too hard, you’ve alienated everyone in North America, your passion for non-carbs [non-carbonated drinks] has gotten in the way of what’s right for Coke, and nobody wants to work with you anymore.”9


Still, Sergio Zyman and Neville Isdell, the most senior managers at Coke, believed Minnick was the person who could push Coke from “soda-centric” to the “cutting edge of consumer trends.”

God knows, she tried. She vented impatiently, complaining that Coke’s intelligence was “superficial.” She launched a coffee drink called Blak and a green tea drink called Enviga. She brought in Wieden + Kennedy to create a new ad campaign called the “Coke Side of Life.”10 By her departure, Minnick had created an “enduring pipeline of innovation.”11 Despite these encomiums, she left, forced out.

When it came time to appoint the new CEO, Coke passed Minnick by. Instead, it chose Muhtar Kent, who has a bachelor of science degree in economics from Hull University in England  and a master of science degree in administrative sciences from London City University. Kent managed the Coca-Cola system in Central Asia and Eastern Europe. This is another way of saying, and I say this with all due respect, that Kent knows relatively little about contemporary American culture. He is by all accounts a smart and charming guy. But American culture? Perhaps not so much.

Let’s be clear. Without a connection to culture, Coke is merely carbonated water and syrup. Without culture, it’s just a fizzy drink. So culture counts. Let’s be clearer still. The fundamental terms of the Coke proposition are changing. The carbonated soft drink is now contested by new ideas of what a drink should be (Snapple, Gatorade, Poland Springs, Vitamin-water, Red Bull). In the traditional case, culture matters. In the present case, it matters more.

At a crucial juncture, Coke had the good sense to make Minnick the head of marketing. But when it came time to making her CEO, it blinked. It ignored the one person in the corporation who seemed to grasp the new world of the noncarbonated drink. Indeed, Coke appears to have searched its empire until it found someone who didn’t. Now, to be fair, a corporation doesn’t need to appoint a master of culture as CEO. (Though it is hard to imagine knowledge that matters more to a company like Coke.) But when a company has a local genius, it should count its blessings and do the right thing. If it has a Mary Minnick, it should make her CEO. And if can’t do that, it should appoint a CCO.




GEOFFREY FROST 

In the 1990s, Motorola was a force to be reckoned with. The StarTAC clamshell was the “it phone” of the moment. (PC  World called it “the first mobile phone to establish that design matters as much as functionality.”)12 But by 1999 the company was struggling. Before long, it was in free fall, losing $6.5 billion in 2001-2002. Motorola appeared trapped between a Nokia that was big enough to outmuscle it and new Korean players like Samsung and LG that threatened always to be more innovative.

Geoffrey Frost joined Motorola in 1999. He found Motorola products “stodgy.” Having worked at Nike, having built campaigns around Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods, he knew something about being attached to the moment. By the late 1990s, Motorola seemed entirely detached from the moment.

It wasn’t that Motorola was incapable of innovation. Periodically, things would come spinning out of the lab with “it” status written all over them. And Motorola the company would find a way to strip them of the qualities that made them thrilling. Every corporation practices “death by committee”—when the time servers, the bean counters, and the naysayers set upon a new idea with their steely knives and murder it in its crib. By the late 1990s, Motorola was very good at death by committee.13


It wasn’t long after Frost got to Motorola that he was wandering the Chicago lab and discovered a technology, a handset concept, and it was beautiful. A colleague recalls, “From the beginning, once you picked up the Razr and used it, you never wanted another phone.”14 The question was how to protect the nascent Razr from death by committee. Frost was cunning. He kept the Razr below the radar. He concealed it from the corporation. He didn’t put it in the business plan. He reached out to the “best, brightest, craziest and most passionate people” he could find at Motorola. And when someone asked how much  money this new phone was going to make, Frost said, in effect, “Oh, it’s not going to make money. It’s a brand builder.”15


The Razr proved to be the little phone that could. It launched in 2004 to modest expectations. Motorola projected sales of 2 million units. By the end of 2005, the Razr had sold 20 million. By the end of 2006, it had sold 50 million. Geoffrey Frost had saved Motorola.

Like Minnick, Frost gave the corporation a chance to escape its own gravitational field. Once more Motorola was making a phone the consumer “had to have.” Frost knew we don’t win contemporary markets by adding a feature or shaving the price point. The trick is to make innovations that make people blink with surprise and perhaps shiver with desire. Frost understood that phones are something more than a means of communication, a function, a utility. In our gadget-crazy culture, they are charismatic or they are destined for the “commodity basement,” where competitors slug it out for profits measured in pennies over cost. No one wants to live in the commodity basement, not when the alternative is so glorious. (When it first appeared, the iPhone was making $250 in profit per phone.)16


Tragically, unexpectedly, Geoffrey Frost died in 2005. And for a while Motorola continued to flourish. Ed Zander, then CEO, remembered Frost fondly, saying he’d helped make the brand “cool again,” “renew[ing] and reinvent[ing] Motorola.” But with Frost gone, it was as if the navigational equipment had been ripped out of the corporation. It was going somewhere, but no one quite knew where. The “death by committee” contingent got their mojo back, and by 2007, Motorola was once again losing money. By 2008, things were so grim Motorola wondered whether it should sell its cell phone unit. By 2008, Ed Zander was gone as CEO.17


With Frost’s passing, Motorola seemed to return to the form of the late 1990s. It forgot that phones must be wonderful. It forgave death by committee. It let the bean counters have their way. It forgot what Frost knew so well, that “it” status is a miracle of calibration that comes from a fleeting seal between the culture and a corporation. Because our culture is turbulent, the seal cannot last. Innovation is the name of the game. Poor Motorola. It clung to the Razr until it was just another phone on the shelf. Ignominy of ignominies, eventually we could get a Razr by signing a two-year AT&T contract. The Razr was being given away.18





CCO AS A PROFESSION 

Corporations live or die by their connection to culture. And sometimes they have the good fortune to have a Steve Jobs, a Mary Minnick, or a Geoffrey Frost. In a more perfect world, they would have a CCO to supply cultural intelligence as a matter of course. This is better than forcing the corporation to rely on the whim and the ego of a virtuoso.

Most people now acting in the capacity of a CCO have come to this position not through professional study but by biographical accident. David Ogilvy, the founder of Ogilvy & Mather, had been a chef, a sales rep, a farmer, and a spy. Splendid. Any of these is an excellent window from which to learn about culture. Together they are the stuff of deep cultural knowledge, an anthropological foundation of special value. Neil French, now creative director at the ad agency WPP, was a bouncer, waiter, rent collector, singer, and manager of the band Judas Priest.19


Sometimes people know the culture that matters because they have lived it for several years. Phil Knight, the founder of  Nike, had been a runner. He knew runners. He was connected to the community. No research was called for. The market was mostly guys like him. Icebreaker, the New Zealand firm devoted to adventure clothing, was founded by Jeremy Moon, himself an adventurer. Anne Rice, the author of spectacularly successful vampire novels, grew up in New Orleans (where, she says, “the dead walk alongside the living”).20 Lance Jensen of the ad agency Modernista says his brilliant advertising successes of the 1990s came from the fact that he was the audience he was talking to. In all of these cases, someone can act as a CCO not because he has studied contemporary culture but because he comes from that culture. He knows it in his bones.

The problem with this approach is the “best by” date stamped on knowledge. Our community carries on without us. In the early days, we can update our knowledge without much effort, but eventually our knowledge wears out. We have lost our “seal” with culture.

The other problem is that we must finally transcend the community from which we come. Eventually Phil Knight had to talk to nonathletes. Eventually Lance Jensen had to do ads for people who were not like him. Eventually every CCO has to know about the whole of culture, and not just the part of it he or she knows from personal experience.

This is, finally, an issue of professionalism, of systemizing our knowledge, of getting organized, of going beyond our own preferences and comfort zone. Unofficial CCOs may rely on particular knowledge, on “hunches.” They may feel things in “the gut,” as if culture were a probiotic enterprise, after all. But the professional CCO has a breadth and a depth of knowledge. The CCO has to know the whole of its waterfront, not just his or her favorite patch or point of origin.

A student I taught at Harvard now manages an investment fund. We had lunch one day and he took me through a “day in the life.” I was amazed to see how disciplined his approach was. Greg, let’s call him, never made an investment without scrutinizing and then recording his assumptions. At routine intervals, he checked his assumptions. And when he was wrong, when his investments failed, he did an autopsy. Where did he go wrong? What assumption was mistaken and needed replacing?

Most of us don’t admit error. We proceed from hunch to hunch. When we’re right, we like to think our genius is confirmed. When we’re wrong, well, the less said the better.

This is not the stuff of professionalism. We wouldn’t tolerate doctors who relied on divination. Judges may not justify decisions on the grounds that it “feels right.” Engineers may not reassure us that bridges are trustworthy because “I know it in my gut.”

The C-suite has higher standards. We are entitled to know that the CCO is working to the same standards that our CIO brings to the corporation’s information technology. Standards, knowledge, continual learning, the ability to process massive bodies of data and possibility, the ability to spot the crucial development in a perfect storm of possibilities—this, and not intuition, is the work of the CCO.





CHAPTER 2

STEALTH CCOs


THE CHIEF CULTURE OFFICER DOESN’T YET EXIST. BUT THERE  are people who act like CCOs and we can learn from them.




DAN WIEDEN FOR NIKE 

By the mid-1980s, the running boom was giving way to a fitness craze, and Phil Knight, founder of Nike, wanted his company to take part. Knight didn’t much believe in advertising, but competition with Reebok was fierce, and he had begun to work with a small shop in Portland, Oregon, called Wieden + Kennedy. Dan Wieden, Portland native and second-generation ad man, proved an essential asset.

It was Wieden who coined the slogan “Just do it” in 1988.1  Most slogans are about the brand (“Coke is it.”). They may make a promise (“You can do it. We can help.”), or they evoke a mood (“Bilbao, now more than ever.”). Rarely do they tell the consumer what to do. But “Just do it” was imperative, impatient, presumptuous, and, well, a little rude. This was not the sort of thing consumers had heard before.2


Acting as unofficial CCO, Dan Wieden had looked into the life of the consumer. He saw someone struggling to get off the couch into fitness, someone suffering aches and pains, someone  tempted by excuses. In “Just do it” Wieden found the three words that allowed Nike to intervene. Acting as unofficial CCO, Wieden had found a way to help Nike ride the fitness wave.

Wieden is the author of a 2001 Nike ad called “Tag.”3 This TV spot features a young man on his way to work in a big city. It could be Chicago, New York, or San Francisco. (It is in fact Toronto.) All of a sudden, he feels a hand on his shoulder. He’s been tagged. He’s it. Pedestrians scatter. Plazas empty. The chase is on. He almost tags one woman as she enters a bus. He almost tags another but she dives into her car. He almost tags a policeman as he pulls away in his cruiser. Our hero is a wildebeest, charging wildly, hoping for contact. Finally he comes upon a hapless guy in the subway, the only man in the city who doesn’t know the game is on. Tag. Now he’s it.

Frame for frame, “Tag” is probably the most exciting ad ever made. It had the drama of the chase scene in The French Connection . It won the admiration of the industry and a Cannes Lion Grand Prix.4


But it’s an odd ad. It takes twenty seconds before we understand what’s happening. For a while it’s just people running around on a plaza, forcing us to puzzle things out on our own. Advertising is famous for its simplicity, repetition, and sometimes sheer stupidity (“But wait! There’s more! Act now! . . . ”). In the world of advertising, twenty seconds is a client-provoking eternity. Wieden dared tinker with the rules.

For all that, “Tag” is a straightforward piece of advertising. It is playful. It makes Nike the friend of spontaneity and urban athleticism. It brings the viewer off the couch to the edge of his seat, the very point of the Nike proposition. Every commuter would love to see the tedium of travel exploded this way.  Certainly, every athlete (and Nike is filled with athletes) would love to see the city as a competitive space.

And there were deeper resonances. Since the 1960s and the era of the be-in, the city was being proposed as a platform for spontaneous expressive events. Street theater was now agitating public life and the pages of Time and Life. In the TV show  Mork & Mindy, Robin Williams brought the idea of improv to American living rooms. Americans were giving up the Northern European idea that public behavior ought to be guarded and expressionless. They were beginning to tinker with the notion that the world could hand you a proposition and you would “go with it.”5 (I remember being thrown a “ball” by a passing mime in Hyde Park in the late 1970s. I threw “it” back.) Some of the raves that became so popular in the 1990s had precisely this quality: perfect strangers assembling “just in time” in abandoned warehouses. Somehow culture by accident was more interesting than culture that was planned.6


“Tag” also resonated with ideas of order that were less theatrical and more scientific. The physicists sent to the desert during World War II to create the atomic bomb stayed on in Santa Fe, New Mexico. They were interested in how complex order could issue from simple rules. The game of tag is based on a very simple rule, and, sure enough, it makes the disorder of city life give way to pattern. Somehow culture that was “emergent” was more interesting than culture that was organized.7


“Tag” evoked a third trend we might call the “generous stranger.” For many of us, first notice came in the form of a bumper sticker that read “Practice random kindness and senseless acts of beauty,” a phrase so influential, it now has its own Wikipedia entry. Several thousand years of cultural practice  and religious teaching had encouraged us to think of generosity as a personal gesture that passed between known parties. The “generous stranger” trend suggested it was better when things passed between perfect strangers. Hollywood picked up the theme belatedly and not very successfully in a couple of films: Pay It Forward (Mimi Leder, 2000) and Serendipity (Peter Chelson, 2001).

With the help of digital technologies, “generous stranger” projects were (and are) suddenly everywhere. Bookcrossings has people conceal books somewhere in public for other strangers to find.8 In Geocaching, people search for caches using GPS coordinates posted online, and when they find the cache, they take one thing and leave another. In Phototagging, disposable cameras are left in a public place and the finder is asked to take one photo and pass the camera along. In Where’s George? people register dollar bills, put them back in circulation, and ask finders to record the bill when it passes through their hands.9 It wasn’t always clear why this was interesting. Somehow it just was.

Howard Rheingold took things a step forward with Smart Mobs, encouraging people to meet together in public, to freeze for a moment in Grand Central Station, shop in slow motion at Wal-Mart, or act out letters in department store windows.10  Rheingold’s book appeared in 2002, which puts the book and the ad in production at roughly the same time. Both could hear our culture stirring.

Max Weber, the German sociologist, believed that as the Western world grew more rational, routinized, and commercial, a disenchantment beset us. The personal, the traditional, the sentimental, the human scale, all of these were diminished. “Tag” and its companion trends seemed to offer a restoration.  Apparently, even strangers can make the city more playful and less predictable. With “Tag,” Wieden helped Nike re-enchant the world.11


And that’s all very well. But of course Nike is not a philanthropic organization. It sells footwear. And here “Tag” performed brilliantly. It helped Nike fight off competitors who believed that the game was merely about “sports performance.” “Tag” gave Nike what Theodore Levitt, god of the Harvard Business School, called “meaningful distinction.” As Levitt said in The Marketing Imagination, “All else is derivative of that and only that.”12


And some people think it’s just an advertising campaign.




LANCE JENSEN FOR VOLKSWAGEN 

In the 2001 ad “Pink Moon,” Lance Jensen showed four people in their twenties driving with the top down in a VW Cabrio through the silky darkness of a summer evening, music supplied by Nick Drake. They arrive at their destination, a house party on the beach. It’s a great party, radiating exuberance, ringing with laughter. But the friends don’t get out. They exchange a look—and drive on.13


In a spot called “Synchronicity,” a man and a woman drive through city streets. At the fifty-five-second mark, the man says, “That was interesting.” And that’s the whole ad. Two people in a car and the phrase “that was interesting.” “Really,” we hear a little voice within us say, “Interesting or really quite weird?” On the second viewing, we notice that the things outside the car are moving in unison. Windshield wipers, basket-balls, and traffic signals all seem to have rhythm. Another viewing and our suspicion is confirmed. Things are moving in unison. What? 14


Gerd Klauss, president of Volkswagen North America, wasn’t crazy about “Synchronicity.” He called it “obscure.” The agency said, “Precisely. It’s meant to be obscure.” It was designed to demand reviewing.15 And what we saw in subsequent viewing was another case of emergent order, a world magically marching in unison, exhibiting fleeting, spontaneous patterns. Jensen and VW had joined Wieden and Nike in a re-enchantment of the world.

Jensen and Wieden were seeing something happen in contemporary culture. They knew consumers were getting more sophisticated when it came to watching TV. Acting as unofficial CCOs, they could hear something rustling in our world. Academics and intellectuals were inclined to take another view. It was fashionable to suppose that consumers were dupes, stupefied by the wasteland of popular culture, mesmerized by media and marketing, and incapable of thought, imagination, and, most of all, choice.16


Convention said popular culture was diminished culture. Commerce created conformity in consumers and uniformity in societies, and it distracted us from the higher callings of art, literature, and religion. It was giddy when it ought to be serious. It was frivolous when it ought to be solemn. It was manipulative when it ought to be plain dealing. The intellectuals agreed: Culture touched by commerce was “dumbed down,” “hollowed out,” “flattened,” “impoverished,” “bankrupted.”17


American scholar Lewis Mumford offered this vision of the world created by commerce:A multitude of uniform, unidentifiable houses, lined up inflexibly, at uniform distances, on uniform roads, in a treeless communal waste, inhabited by people of the  same class, the same income, the same age group, witnessing the same television programs, eating the same tasteless pre-fabricated foods, from the same freezers, conforming in every outward and inward respect to a custom mold.18





Mumford’s vision was played out by novelists Richard Yates and John D. MacDonald, by folksinger Pete Seeger, by economist John Kenneth Galbraith, by John F. Kennedy appointee Newton Minow.19 This became the intellectual’s favorite thing to say about popular culture: that culture touched by commerce must be diminished by it.20


Henry Jenkins, professor at MIT, was perhaps the first to spot the new development. He found active, participatory viewers, not passive couch potatoes. These viewers were mastering the nuances and the grammars of TV. And when Jenkins sat down and talked to media consumers (a strategy the old school carefully avoided), he discovered a mixture of motives. These consumers kept an ironic distance even as they cultivated a passionate interest. They were both mocking and fond. But most of all they were participating. Consumers were rewriting scripts and second-guessing directorial decisions even as they were feeling the protagonist’s pain. There was no “dupe” here.21


Steven Johnson helped explore Jenkins’s discovery several years later in his book Everything Bad Is Good for You: How Today’s Popular Culture Is Actually Making Us Smarter.22 Johnson discovered new complexity in TV shows and popular fiction. He examined ordinary prime-time TV dramas and discovered a tangle of plotlines. These shows were—gasp—actually difficult to follow.23 The trend has grown apace. J. J. Abrams is one of the most active TV producers, having had  a hand in Felicity, Alias, Lost, and Fringe. The New York Times  says his storytelling style “demands total commitment from audience members, requiring that they keep up not only with complicated single-episode plotlines . . . but also with fiendishly intricate narratives . . . that can take an entire season—or seasons, plural—to play out.”24


Some new shows had nuance. They invited alternative explanations and left things unsaid. They did not insult the viewer’s intelligence, but threatened actually to augment it. Somehow this wasteland culture was now producing TV entertainments that had some of, if not all, the hallmarks of culture of the kind intellectuals approved of. How very, very vexing for the intellectuals. And then a flood of scholarship, as historians, economists, and every kind of scholar began to examine the facts of the matter.25 And now it was clear. The “diminished culture” argument made a lovely story. But that’s all it was, a story. It was indeed very like a myth, a narrative our culture had decided to tell itself about itself. Under closer, dispassionate study, the problem was clear. This argument so oversimplified and in places falsified the facts of the matter that if these “critical” scholars were to make the argument about another culture and not their own, they would be laughed out of the academic world.

Culture was not caught in downward cycle. There was evidence that a virtuous upward ascent had been set in motion. Smarter viewers encouraged smarter culture. Smarter culture encouraged smarter viewers. For Generations X and Y, this development had become a badge of pride. Being good at popular culture became a generational marker. For boomers, popular culture might have been a guilty pleasure. For younger generations, it was a rich, more complicated joy.

This was the opportunity Lance Jensen took up. He was writing for the new, smarter audience. “Pink Moon” and “Synchronicity” were not difficult for the usual reason—because the agency wanted to produce something “edgy” to win industry awards and admiration. They were difficult because difficult was now the smart, strategic thing to do.26 Jensen was doing for Volkswagen what Wieden was doing for Nike: reaching into culture to find a way to speak to culture. Thus did two “mad men” act as CCOs.27





ALEX BOGUSKY FOR MICROSOFT 

When Google said its unofficial motto was “Don’t be evil,” everyone knew what that meant: “Don’t be like Microsoft.” By the first decade of the twenty-first century, Microsoft had dug itself a very deep hole. It was infamous for using its massive size to swamp smaller companies. It treated business-to-business partners badly and consumers with disdain. The software was bloated with features and inclined to crash. Microsoft didn’t seem to care. Microsoft’s attitude toward Google was characteristically aggressive. Of Google CEO Eric Schmidt, Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer is reported to have said: “I am going to fucking bury that guy . . . I’m going to fucking kill Google.”28


Microsoft had helped create many things: Silicon Valley, the computer industry, the personal computer, the disintermediation of American business, and the digitization of American culture. Not bad for a decade’s work. But it acted with such bully-boy arrogance, no one wished it well. Microsoft helped start the party. Now everyone wished it would leave.

The company seemed especially tone-deaf when it came to culture. The spellchecker on Microsoft Word would correct you if you misspelled Phil Mickelson, Donny Osmond, Alan  Greenspan, or Steven Spielberg. But it didn’t seem to notice if you misspelled Jim Jarmusch, Christopher Hitchens, Ron Popeil, or Dale Earnhardt Jr.29 Poor Microsoft, bullying when it paid attention, clueless when it did not.

Microsoft had to do something, and what it did was hire Crispin, Porter and Bogusky, one of the hot shops in the advertising world. Creative head Alex Bogusky is regarded as a miracle worker, a meaning-maker of extraordinary gifts. As  Fast Company says, “Bogusky can give it—and take it away,” citing his work for the Cooper Mini and Burger King and against smoking and against the Hummer.30


Still, the world had its doubts. Microsoft’s reputation was a meteor so deeply buried it wasn’t clear that even CP+B could extract it. The agency had put itself on the line in the process. Success would confirm its genius. Failure could well bring ruin.31


The first CP+B spot featured Jerry Seinfeld replaying himself from his show Seinfeld. “Jerry” was a guy too smart for his own good. Episode after episode, he and George tried to beat the system, only to watch their efforts gently spin out of control in a slow motion Rube Goldberg disaster. Everyone was horrified, except, of course, Jerry and George.

Bogusky gave Jerry a new sidekick, Bill Gates, and dropped the two of them in a splendidly odd little world called Shoe Circus. A family gathers outside the store window in learned reverence for the shoes within, and churros (aka the “Spanish donut”) are given a starring role. Seinfeld suggests that Gates try wearing his clothes in the shower. Gates turns out to be a Shoe Circus Clown Club card member. Jerry offers the prediction that computers will someday be “moist” and “chewy.”

Astounding! Shoe Circus actually managed to make Microsoft seem more human and more companionable. Bogusky hadn’t reinvented Microsoft by any means, but he had successfully lodged a “minority opinion.” It was just a start, but before CP+B a start had seemed unthinkable.

The second stage of Bogusky’s work was “I am a PC,” a series of ads that feature ordinary people, apparently shot without the benefit of makeup, good lighting, or art direction. It’s just one cheerful soul after another saying “I’m a PC,” including a four-and-a-half-year-old girl called Kylie who edits a picture of her fish, Dorothy, on camera.32 These ads looked homemade, handheld, low-res, and they helped Microsoft tunnel out of its hated citadel.

Here’s how: Our culture has been predicated on a simple distinction between the mainstream and the avant-garde. The mainstream is supposed to be conformist, unimaginative, narrow, and controlling. The avant-garde is supposed to be rebellious, risk-taking, creative, and reckless. It’s a pretty crude distinction, but in our culture it has proved a highly influential way of thinking.33 (It’s on this assumption that cool-hunters and trend spotters have made their way in the world.)

Along comes Apple. Steve Jobs and company say, “Perfect! We’ll play the avant-garde. PC can be mainstream.” And so was born the “Mac vs. PC” campaign, started in 2006 and crafted by the agency TBWA Media Arts Lab. “Mac vs. PC” showed Apple to be hip, gentle, and patient (as played by Justin Long) and Microsoft to be small-minded, smug, and annoying (as played by John Hodgman). It was a huge success. Microsoft was now trapped in a game of “I’m rubber, you’re glue.”

What to do? Like Wieden and Jensen, Bogusky was alert to the changes taking place in his culture. He noticed in the 1990s that this two-party system exploded. In addition to the mainstream and avant-garde, a new “third space” was opening up. Driven by the great fragmentation of taste and preference in the last quarter of the twentieth century, this consisted of a very large group of people who didn’t define themselves as hip or mainstream. They just were.34


Bogusky and Microsoft said, “Perfect! We’ll play third space. Apple can be avant-garde.” Thus did Microsoft tunnel out from under Apple’s hipster image and into the new world of the unaligned.35


Let’s give Microsoft its due. It may not have understood contemporary culture, but it was smart enough and brave enough to hire someone who did. And Bogusky—well, Bogusky is a genius.




A. G. LAFLEY FOR P&G 

When A. G. Lafley became the CEO of Procter & Gamble in 2000, the company was a powerhouse. Founded in 1837, P&G created national advertising, the soap opera, and brand management. It was a house of big brands, including Tide, Folgers, Cascade, Pampers, and Swiffer. Its managers were wooed by corporate America and many went on to greatness: Jeffrey Immelt to GE, W. James McNerney Jr. to 3M, Meg Whitman to eBay, Steven Case to AOL Time Warner, and Steve Ballmer to Microsoft.

But the new CEO was not happy. Lafley believed his company was a little slow, insular, and self-congratulatory. He wanted to reinvent P&G for the twenty-first century. “Speed and agility,” he said, “matter more than heft.”36


And this is why a couple years ago Lafley made a pilgrimage to Venezuela. He climbed a steep set of concrete stairs to a cramped apartment to interview homemaker Maria Yolanda Rios. As the Wall Street Journal reported, “For an hour, Mr. Lafley sat in the corner of Mrs. Rios’ kitchen, where bright yellow paint peeled off the wall, and listened to the young mother. [Rios produced] 31 bottles of cream, lotion, shampoo and perfume and placed them on the embroidered tablecloth. She has two lotions for her feet, one for her body, one for her hands and another for her face. ‘It’s her entertainment.’ Mr. Lafley said.”37


It was a telling moment for American capitalism. Lafley was saying, in effect, “These creams and lotions are not what we say they are. They’re whatever Mrs. Rios says they are. If she treats them as ‘entertainment,’ we must treat them as entertainment. Let’s stop listening for what we want to hear.” The most powerful man in this most powerful company was saying, “It’s not about us. It’s about her.”38
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