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INTRODUCTION


When I think about all I’ve learned about business and creativity after a forty-plus-year career in advertising, I’m still amazed at how I basically fell into the field at 2:30 in the morning at a nightclub in Maidenhead just outside London.


I was a college student, living with my parents, and had a part-time job selling life insurance. I used to make a hundred cold calls on a Monday night; from those I would get ten appointments, which in turn would lead to three sales and about $500 in commission—enough to fund a rather louche lifestyle when you’re living at home and borrowing your mother’s car.


The appointments were always in the evening, and when I finished I would make my way to the Valbonne nightclub, where I would go disco dancing in my high-waisted pleated trousers and well-ironed shirt until it closed at 2 a.m. Sometimes this was followed by a few rounds of backgammon at the Royal Berkshire Hotel. I would go home, sleep for a few hours, and then take the train to London in the morning for lectures.


Rinse. Repeat.


One morning my father surprised me by saying matter-of-factly over breakfast, “You may not have thought about this yet, but you know this can’t go on.”


I was taken aback. “What do you mean?” I asked.


He responded, “We’re okay with supporting you while you do your degree, but the day you graduate you need to get your own place or else pay us rent. And you need to get your own car or start paying your mother for using hers.”


I was mortified. It suddenly dawned on me that my carefree lifestyle was going to collapse.


In the early hours of the following morning, as they were putting the chairs on the tables at the Valbonne and starting to turn up the lights, I looked around and saw a guy I recognized. I didn’t know him very well, but I did know he was at the Valbonne almost as often as I was, and also that he had an Alfa Romeo. So I turned to him and said, “What do you do for a living?”


He said, “I’m an account director at an advertising agency.”


And I said to him, “I’m going to do that, then.”


They say it’s important to have a purpose in life. Mine was to get an Alfa Romeo.


It wasn’t deep. But it was clear. And I’m grateful that it serendipitously led me to a wonderful career that included, for twenty years, being CEO of the BBDO Worldwide advertising agency. A career that has allowed me to work very closely with, and see deep inside, a wide array of businesses in every category, from media to manufacturing to retail to entertainment to insurance to consumer goods to airlines and beyond.


And it has enabled me to help organizations develop ways to achieve what I call the Creative Shift: a deliberate and strategic choice to design the conditions that will unleash creativity when an organization needs it the most.


As varied as the businesses we work with are, they have one thing in common: They all encounter times when they need to find completely new creative solutions to either new or old problems. Examples: A new competitor has entered the scene and is grabbing market share. Sales for a long-reliable profit source have begun flagging. New environmental rules demand new manufacturing methods. A new technology is starting to endanger a company’s very reason for being.


It’s inevitable: A shift in the market will demand a shift in products, services, and messaging.


And the pace of these shifts is accelerating. I’ve seen it over time in my own industry. After I decided to go into advertising on that fateful night at the Valbonne, I picked a topic for my senior economics dissertation that would enable me to interview senior people in advertising agencies as “research” that I could use to get my foot in the door. I chose something I considered to be especially cutting-edge: the introduction of color magazines to Sunday print newspapers. Sounds rather old-fashioned, now that most newspaper publishing is online.


For decades, print ads, along with TV and radio commercials and billboards, were reliably the best way for companies to spread their message. During my tenure at BBDO Worldwide, though, my industry has been transformed by three seismic and technologically driven changes: the spread of the internet; the introduction of the smartphone; and, most recently, the rise of generative AI. We have repeatedly had to rethink our ways of working to adjust to emerging realities. And it’s the same for just about every other industry out there.


I’ve seen firsthand just how hard it is for companies to inject creativity into their operations—even when their leaders know and proclaim how necessary it is. The reason? Because creativity is scary and uncertain, and it requires letting go of the tried-and-true.


This book is for every leader, manager, and entrepreneur who needs to rally a team or organization to think big when everyone’s instincts scream “hide.” What we at BBDO have developed through trial and error is a way of keeping the flame of creativity burning brightly under suffocating pressure—which happens to be when you most urgently need creative problem-solving.


Making a Creative Shift can be especially challenging for a company that thrives precisely because of its focus on precision and operational excellence. Challenging but not impossible. The airline industry offers a perfect example of a company that was able to do it successfully.


With a culture built around safety and timeliness, Delta Airlines moved into a more creative space as it sought to make the travel experience more enjoyable and rewarding for its passengers by eliminating pain points and reducing stress.


They did their research in a creative way. Using activity trackers to monitor volunteer passengers’ heart rates, they were able to identify the moments of greatest stress throughout the entire travel process—from the night before, through the journey to and through the airport, to the flight itself, to picking up checked bags, to getting a cab to a hotel, and to checking in.1


Turns out that flying in a metal tube at 35,000 feet isn’t the most stressful part of the journey, judging by heart rates. Instead, anxiety surged at multiple moments before takeoff and after landing. Before: What time should I leave for the airport? Will there be a big line at the check-in desk? Will there be delays? I wonder if my bags made it onto the plane. After: Will my bag be at the carousel? Will I be able to get a cab? Off the tarmac, pulses were pounding.


Then Delta got really creative, asking, “What can we do for our passengers to reduce this stress, when we can’t control the weather, the traffic, or the airport itself?”


The shift lay in connecting travelers, through the Delta app, to information that the airline already had.


As a major airline, Delta already had excellent weather and traffic data. Why not use it by connecting it to some mapping software and a rideshare service so that the airline could ping you the night before your trip with a message? On the order of: We are expecting rain tomorrow so you should allow extra time to get to the airport. We recommend you leave your house at 10 a.m. if you’re planning to drive yourself and park, or 10:30 a.m. if you’re getting a ride. Would you like us to book you a Lyft? You can pay for it with 500 SkyMiles.


And the app could notify passengers about when their checked bags were on the plane, because Delta obviously already had that information from the barcodes on the luggage tags. All it had to do was give it to the passengers. The company even found that telling someone that a checked bag had not made it onto the plane reduced stress versus not knowing one way or the other.


All these measures helped to reduce the anxiety levels of passengers—a brilliant example of looking at a problem through a creative lens while keeping the planes in the air and on time.


Creativity demands divergent thinking, where you open yourself up to as many ideas as you can. Running a successful business day to day, though, often depends on following a well-optimized and proven process, without the chaos and confusion caused by someone’s new ideas. Everyone knows when they need new ideas. It’s harder to know how to get them while holding on to what’s working.


Because business-as-usual inherently conflicts with creativity, leaders must visibly signal to their teams (and to themselves) when a different mode is needed. Since many of the routines required for hitting goals, deadlines, and key performance indicators can, and should, be structured and disciplined, they are intrinsically incompatible with the sense of play required for creativity, and effective organizations strive to separate them. They develop systems and practices for turning the creative function on and off like a faucet.


The company I led has a long history of creativity. It was named as a much-feared competitor to the ad agency featured in the AMC series Mad Men. BBDO nearly dealt a death blow to the fictional Sterling Cooper when it grabbed the lucrative Lucky Strike account away from them.


BBDO, short for Batten, Barton, Durstine, and Osborn, had already been in business for decades when it posed this threat to Sterling Cooper. (In real life, on his radio show in 1948, the comedian Jack Benny unsuccessfully tries to reach one of the founders of the firm, a sponsor of the show, as his wife, Mary Livingstone, jokes that the full name “sounds like a trunk falling downstairs.”)


The firm started in 1928 when the George Batten advertising company (formed in 1891) merged with the Barton, Durstine, and Osborn firm. The companies—which had been wary competitors—both happened to have offices in the same building on Madison Avenue.


After the merger, in short order, the unwieldy name became a quartet of initials. BBDO had such a nice ring to it—and the agency’s work quickly became so admired—that we’re still known by the initials of our long-dead founders nearly a century later.


In the 1930s, Alex Osborn, the non-rhyming “O” in BBDO, began working on the concept of “organized ideation,” which evolved into something he called “brainstorming.” In the 1940s he held hundreds of brainstorming sessions a year at BBDO. Through his writings, Osborn popularized the concept of brainstorming to the point that it became, and remains, a household word.


Brainstorming has been a part of BBDO’s success ever since.


When I became CEO of BBDO Worldwide in 2004, though, I felt that we needed to update and codify the principles of brainstorming that Alex Osborn had pioneered. And so the WorkOut—a highly structured process that takes brainstorming to a whole new level—was born.


Some academics have pooh-poohed the idea of brainstorming. They assert that the best creative ideas arise from individuals working alone. But most of these critics are judging the process as it usually occurs, without the key practices that we at BBDO have put in place.


Yes, if you put ten or twelve people around a conference table and say, “How can we be more creative?” then the extroverts and the blowhards will probably dominate the conversation; the introverts will be afraid or unwilling to speak; and groupthink and snap negative judgments will most likely poison the proceedings.


But by adopting our proven idea-generating principles, you can avoid these perils. The chapters that follow will show you how to:




	
Zero in on defining the problem you’re actually trying to solve (it’s trickier than you might think).


	Create an environment where all people—even the finance managers and the lawyers and the factory workers—are able to be creative. Because they are.


	Bring people together from widely different backgrounds to work on a creative challenge.


	Create a separate space where people can be silly, stupid, and wrong. A lot. Because that’s what you need to do to find the brilliant ideas that need to be unearthed.


	Suspend all negative judgment during the idea-generation phase (very hard to do without practice and structure).





You will also discover how:




	Thinking and playing like a toddler can release untapped creativity.


	Removing the conference table from a meeting room is one of the simplest ways you can spark group creativity. (Also, get rid of the whiteboard.)


	Asking for the contents of someone’s “secret drawer” can yield surprising and useful ideas.





Not only will I show you how to make the best of your idea-generating sessions, I’ll also give you advice on creating a culture, and encouraging regular habits, that will make your organization’s creative efforts exponentially more fruitful.


BBDO’s work is about much more than advertising campaigns. Our creative principles—whether they’ve involved WorkOuts or not—have directly or indirectly helped companies reimagine themselves and even affected societal mores. They aided General Electric in coming up with vastly more fuel-efficient jet engines. They led to Procter & Gamble ad campaigns that helped challenge sexist attitudes around menstruation and housework in India. And they played a role in helping Mattel reinvent and revive an iconic blonde doll whose relevance, and sales, were flagging (eventually leading to a blockbuster 2023 movie).


Depending on your industry, the time you need to spend on a Creative Shift will vary. An ad agency like ours needs to do it constantly. A company that, say, manufactures automotive parts will need to exercise its creative muscle much less frequently. But that doesn’t mean doing so is any less important.


Whatever the size or type of your business—and whether you’re a leader, manager, employee, or entrepreneur—you can use the ideas in this book to help make the Creative Shift. It’s a proven way to nurture creative contributions—new products, new services, new solutions—without losing the ability to keep the rest of the business alive and well.
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CHAPTER 1


WHY THE CREATIVE SHIFT WORKS


Creativity is good.


Organizations need creative people.


Leaders must nurture new ideas.


Who would disagree with these statements?


Almost no one.


Yet many leaders who say they know the value of creativity act as if it’s the last thing they want factored into their day-to-day operations.


Few are happy to stub their toe on a new idea. Even at BBDO, where creativity is our bread and butter, it can be hard. How do you know when to begin, and, more importantly, when to stop? When someone suggests an idea with the potential to stall forward motion, people visibly tighten up. Can’t we just get on with this, even if the current approach isn’t perfect?


Just because people like an idea doesn’t mean they’re instantly going to fall in love with it or act on it. That’s because they can often see things in it that are frightening. Or complicated and expensive. And that will cloud their view of it.


These people have failed to fully grasp what can seem like a paradox: Creativity is good, except when it isn’t. A lot of the time when you’re running a business, the very kinds of ideas and processes that make you successful are going to impede your ability to be creative. The key to maximizing creativity is to understand that nurturing it requires the conscious development and application of a whole different set of rules.


My definition of creativity as it applies to advertising is that it is the magical ability to capture and hold the attention of an audience while giving them a demonstration, some information, or an experience that changes the way they think, the way they feel, and the way they behave.


I define creativity more broadly as finding completely new solutions to either new or old challenges. And the word “completely” matters.


MORE CREATIVITY, BETTER OUTCOMES


Everyone agrees that organizational creativity is important, but does it actually lead to better business results? According to a study by the consulting firm McKinsey, it definitely does.


Much better.


McKinsey used the number and type of Cannes Lions Awards (given to brands and companies for advertising creativity) as a proxy for the creativity of the companies themselves.1 From there McKinsey came up with something called an Award Creativity Score.


McKinsey found that the brands whose ads received the most awards during a five-year period showed significantly better financial performance—including revenue growth and return to shareholders—than those that received fewer awards. Companies with lower scores, on the other hand, “were far less likely to post above-average financial results.”


McKinsey identified several key practices that the most creative leaders embrace:


They weave creativity into the fabric of the company. The senior executives at the most creative companies don’t just set creativity as a goal for the company (i.e., everyone else), but see themselves as personally responsible for nurturing it. And they model their behavior accordingly. They make creativity and innovation a topic of conversation in board meetings more than their peers do. And they prioritize and commit the necessary investment to those things.


They are fanatically devoted to customers. Most companies claim to be focused on their customers. Who wouldn’t? The key word here is “fanatically.” The most creative companies go way beyond traditional research methodologies, such as focus groups and surveys, and use advanced analytics, along with ethnographic and behavioral analysis, to gain a comprehensive and detailed understanding of their customers. Of particular importance, they regularly observe customers in their own world as a way to form a clearer picture of the problems they face and thus to identify how the company can help them.


They are much faster at executing ideas—and measuring the results—than their less creative counterparts. Speed is a competitive advantage. But it can’t be an excuse for a lack of rigor and accountability. The best companies define specific deliverables, not vague goals, and make clear who is responsible for what, and when.


I have seen inside some of the most operationally excellent and financially driven companies in the world, including AT&T, FedEx, General Electric, and Visa. I believe that these companies are able to achieve disproportionate success precisely because of the way they are able to complement these capabilities with the Creative Shift.


If creativity demonstrably leads to better results, then why do so many leaders shy away from it? Because it has a cost. Every new idea represents a risk. If time and money weren’t obstacles, businesses would try every possibility until one prevailed. The constraints on creative exploration and experimentation are real.


Doing things the way you’ve always done them, by contrast, seems safe and predictable—especially when it’s been working. But that, too, comes with a cost. It can leave you flat-footed when a nimbler competitor enters the market with a new technology or just a new way of doing the same things you’ve already been doing. It can cause a great idea to stay hidden in a folder, only to appear fully realized in some other company’s product or service. It can even cause what you do to slowly become obsolete.


And yet, the more the ground shifts beneath people’s feet, the more they crave certainty. It’s a very human response to instability.


Rapid changes in business and society at large have become overwhelming—whatever the industry. External business threats, technological disruption, supply chain issues, media fragmentation, political instability—these are running up against a rising tide of disaffection and burnout among employees. Any of these challenges alone would be enough to keep an executive awake at night. But the combination of internal and external chaos makes for a leadership and management powder keg.


Entrepreneurs, who often need creativity the most, aren’t immune to instability, uncertainty, or rapid change either. Living in volatile and unpredictable times inhibits decision-making. Try figuring out how to pivot your new app when that expected round of venture capital funding dries up. If you don’t keep your head screwed on tight, you’ll run out of ideas before you can taxi to the runway, let alone reach the end of it. When making payroll every month remains an open question, you can’t help but push away the ideas you need to reach the next level.


Some psychologists, along with business experts and government officials (including—famously—former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld), have said that to meet new challenges, we must prepare to face “known knowns,” “known unknowns,” and, most perplexing of all, “unknown unknowns.”2


Known knowns are the easiest kinds of problems to handle, because you clearly understand the problem and what it will take to solve it. With known unknowns, your knowledge of the problem may be mistaken, or only partial and imperfect, but at least you know the kind of risk you’re taking when you tackle it. But the unknown unknowns are so out of left field that you didn’t even know they were coming (a worldwide pandemic would be an example).


You’re going to need creativity for new opportunities and growth. But you’re also going to need it to deal with the unknown unknowns when they happen—and they will.


All those known knowns, known unknowns, and especially unknown unknowns breed anxiety. And that anxiety is highly transmissible. Part of my job as a leader is to be an insulator, not a lightning rod. I need to shield my people from as much outside anxiety as I can, so they can do what they need to do and focus on that—because transmitting and sharing all the pressure of multiple unknowns will stifle their ability to be creative.


You only beat the competition to the punch by exploring possibilities more efficiently than they can. This means strategically directing your creative output.


“THERE IS NO MAGIC, ONLY PREPARATION”


Some might find it off-putting to see the words “creativity” and “efficiency” in the same sentence. People don’t want to feel like they’re on some kind of creative assembly line, after all. What am I trying to do: Take all the magic out of the creative process?


Not at all. The efficiency comes when you’re actually setting up the structures, processes, and deadlines that enable creativity to flourish. That’s what we’ve done with our BBDO WorkOuts. Within this highly efficient framework, you see the ideas start to flow and the magic start to happen. Without it, great ideas might never emerge at all.


When BBDO was planning to use the magician David Blaine in a 2007 Mountain Dew soda commercial, he came by the New York agency to discuss it. Standing outside the office of my chief creative officer, David Lubars, with various assistants, art directors, and copywriters nearby, Blaine suddenly levitated about four inches off the floor. Everyone was suitably awestruck.


Afterward, I said to him, “C’mon, David, you’ve gotta tell me: What’s the magic?” And he looked me squarely in the eye and said, “There is no magic, only preparation.”


Despite what he said, it was a kind of magic. And so is creative thinking. The processes we use at BBDO to make it happen are not magical, but they do set up the conditions for the magic to happen. If you’re focused on operational efficiency most of the time, you need to make an intentional and counterintuitive effort to achieve the Creative Shift.


Consider the operationally exacting routines at FedEx. Between the hours of 9 and 10 p.m., more than 6,000 people show up for work at the company’s Memphis hub.3 Between 10:30 p.m. and 1:15 a.m., 150 FedEx planes land in Memphis, and employees proceed to unload and re-sort 1.5 million packages. Then those same planes are reloaded and take off again to deliver their newly loaded packages.


Now, you are not going to want to get creative at a time and place like this, because this is a fine-tuned operation that runs with the utmost efficiency and precision. But FedEx can and does carve out spaces to be amazingly creative whenever it needs to make a major directional shift.


Companies like FedEx know they must apply the same level of rigor, focus, and drive to their creative efforts as they expend on their operational demands—even though the two can seem at odds with one another.


Operational excellence often requires conformity and process compliance, which are totally justifiable characteristics built into most organizational systems. This is exactly why you must consciously create a space where these qualities are not what matters.


And it’s not an either/or. You’re going to need both. In other words, it is critical to conduct business as usual while creating a time, a space, and a methodology to pursue business that’s anything but usual.


This dissonance between creativity and control crops up frequently in my interactions with other business leaders. It’s critical to strike a balance between operation and exploration. Establish a place, time, context, and approach for creativity. And see new ideas bloom.



WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM RESTAURANTS?


I spend a lot of time in restaurants. I’m fascinated by the way they work—for example, when the creativity of the best chefs meshes with the perfectly repeated execution of the best line cooks.


I follow the New York restaurateur Keith McNally on Instagram. He’s the owner of Balthazar and a number of other New York restaurants that have sustained success over decades in what is a highly faddish business.


I follow him because he is provocative and funny and also informative, as when he publishes the previous day’s report from the maître d’. On one Saturday over the holidays in 2023—and this is mind-blowing—Balthazar served 1,001 guests at brunch: “To my count we sat 117 guests in the first 15 minutes,” the maître d’ reported.4 “It was non-stop right from when we opened.”


Extraordinary care went into the design of the Balthazar space itself. McNally has described it as a film set in which all of the diners are cast members. And the development of the menu was highly creative. The amazing members of the restaurant staff make the experience of being there seem theatrical and magical. In addition, the operational brilliance of the kitchen is second to none.


Will Guidara distinguishes between what he calls “corporate smart” and “restaurant smart”—and the inevitable tension between the two—in his book Unreasonable Hospitality.5 Guidara is a renowned restaurateur and former general manager of the much-awarded restaurant Eleven Madison Park in New York (it was named the “World’s Best Restaurant” in 2017). He is committed to operational excellence. In a low-margin business like restaurants, where the chances of going out of business are high, you need to keep an eagle eye on food costs, hire the best people, stay on top of scheduling and payroll, make sure you’re following city food regulations, and so on.


But Guidara knows that even if you are running on all cylinders operationally, diners will never have a truly memorable experience unless a restaurant demonstrates above-and-beyond hospitality. And that requires creativity.


“In restaurant-smart companies, members of the team have more autonomy and creative latitude,” Guidara writes. “Corporate-smart companies, on the other hand, have all the back-end systems and controls in areas like accounting, purchasing, and human resources that are needed to make them great businesses, and they’re often more profitable as a result. But systems are, by definition, controls—and the more control you take away from the people on the ground, the less creative they can be, and guests can feel that.”


Corporate smart doesn’t have to stamp out creativity, but it will if it is allowed to fill up every nook and cranny of a business. Customers can tell when they’re perceived by staff and management as little more than a data point in a transaction. And they don’t like it. As Guidara recounts, “Former navy captain David Marquet says that in too many organizations, the people at the top have all the authority and none of the information, while the people on the front line have all the information and none of the authority.” That’s how corporate-smart places become “restaurant-dumb,” as Guidara puts it.


To strike a balance between control and creativity, Guidara follows something he calls the rule of 95/5: “Manage 95 percent of your business down to the penny; spend the last 5 percent ‘foolishly,’” on unreasonably creative ideas meant to make your customers happy. And hopefully to give them an experience they’ll never forget. “Because that last 5 percent has an outsize impact on the guest experience, it’s some of the smartest money you’ll ever spend,” he says.


Guidara had followed the 95/5 rule earlier in his career when he was charged with designing a gelato cart for the Museum of Modern Art’s Sculpture Garden. Using his connections and operational savvy, he managed to secure some world-class gelato for the cart at an unusually low price. And then he became obsessed with designing the best possible plastic spoon for that gelato—a spoon that would be worthy of occupying the same space as artwork by Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, and Henry Moore.


These paddle-shaped spoons were “extraordinarily well designed and completely unique,” he writes. “They were also preposterously, heartbreakingly expensive.” Were they worth it? Absolutely. He felt validated when he saw a group of visiting museum curators admiring the spoons while on an ice cream break.


Guidara applied the 95/5 principle at Eleven Madison Park with what he called his Dreamweavers program.6 He gave his people time and agency to dream up personalized dining experiences for diners beforehand—for example, by Googling their names and looking at their public social media accounts. Hosts and waiters were also encouraged to come up with ideas during dinner based on things they had heard or overheard during the meal.


And Guidara hired a kind of artistic director and extra staff to transform people’s creative ideas into reality. It was this creative space—separate from the restaurant’s operational excellence—that led to original, even legendary dining experiences for customers.


And so it was that one out-of-town visitor, who said he had neglected to buy his daughter a stuffed animal, received a teddy bear expertly made out of kitchen towels as a parting gift. And at much greater cost (but still worth it), the restaurant turned a private dining room into a facsimile of a beach, complete with sand and kiddie pool, to console a couple whose flight to a sunny vacation destination had been canceled. Those are just two examples out of many.


How many restaurants have their own production studios? Not a lot. Yes, the Dreamweavers program was elaborate and expensive. (But not always. Sometimes it involved some very fast errand-running, such as having someone rush out to buy ten 100 Grand candy bars to give to a banker who had just joked that he would have preferred a million dollars to the after-dinner drink he was offered.) Many of those diners will be talking about the uniquely personal experience they had at Eleven Madison Park to the end of their days.



WHAT DOESN’T WORK


Guidara is something of a rarity. Too often, leaders recognize that they need an injection of creativity, but then take various well-intentioned approaches to generating new ideas that end up failing to move the needle. Here are examples of the kinds of things they say they want to do, and what actually ends up happening.


“We are not a creative company. We need to become one.”


The problem with a directive like this is that there is often a gaping hole between what these leaders claim they value and what they actually do value—between what they say they want from their people and the behavior they actually reward.


For example, one popular mantra, in the name of creativity, is to tell everyone to move fast and break things. A few companies (Meta comes to mind) actually do reward this type of behavior in some cases, and are set up to do so. But do you really want people at companies like Ford or Pfizer or GE to be going around breaking things? I don’t think so.


Here’s another example: Learn from your mistakes. Boeing did not say to the people whose actions caused a door panel to blow out of an Alaska Airlines plane in midair in early 2024: “That’s okay! Just learn from what happened so you don’t do it again.”


Or how about this one: Ask for forgiveness, not permission. “Sorry I didn’t ask you in advance whether I could buy that cheaper part for the assembly line, boss, and that it caused all those major slowdowns. I thought it was a great money-saving idea at the time.”


In reality, many companies need to operate much of the time with compliance, consistency, and accuracy in mind. It’s only when creativity is called for that they should make a total shift into a different realm.


“We should give this problem to our most creative in-house experts to solve.”


Yes, of course you need experts to weigh in on creative challenges. But in order to be truly creative, you should also involve people who know little to nothing about the problem at hand. Experts, with their vast knowledge and experience, are prone to making assumptions that they don’t even know they’re making. People who know nothing are less afraid to ask the supposedly silly and ignorant questions—the questions that lay bare the misguided assumptions.


This misguided idea about experts makes an assumption in itself: that some people are creative and others are not. In fact, all people have the capacity to be creative. They just need to be placed in an environment that unlocks creativity. And when people from a variety of unlike backgrounds get together to generate ideas, the result is incredibly powerful—much more so than if only the experts met.


“We can create a separate unit that develops creative ideas.”


I’ve seen companies set aside resources for so-called skunkworks projects, where a group of brilliant people—often hired from outside—is charged with coming up with brilliant new ideas. And some of these ideas are indeed incredibly creative. The problem is that even if the transplant works, the body then rejects the organ.


Two major obstacles often get in the way of this approach: One is that once these skunkworks ideas see the light of day, they prove to be impractical and unrealistic. Another is that the ideas tend to meet with immense skepticism within the company. Why? Because the rest of the organization hasn’t been involved in the process from the start.


“We’ll use focus groups to figure out one great creative solution, and develop it brilliantly from there.”


This is an especially dangerous myth. And because so many people believe it, a lot of bad ideas that never should have seen the light of day meet with public mockery, criticism, or indifference. In fact, I’ve found that only about one in ten ideas is any good. As I’ll show later, before you get to a really good and original idea, you need to generate lots and lots of bad ideas. You want leaders and managers to create an environment where it’s not just okay to come up with an abundance of “silly” and “crazy” thoughts—it’s compulsory.


CREATIVITY VS. INCREMENTAL IMPROVEMENT


In the face of uncertainty, too many leaders respond with incrementality rather than true originality. They make improvements on existing ideas rather than coming up with totally new ones.


And when they introduce one of these improvements, they herald it as an “innovation,” which is one of those words that has become so overused that its original meaning has become hopelessly muddied. These days, most people use the word when they are merely improving something. And that is not the essence of creativity.


Another way of thinking about it is this: With “innovation,” as it’s often defined, the gain is measured in percentages. Creativity, by contrast, is measured in orders of magnitude.


I’ll give you a small example of that. My wife and I were leaving a restaurant after dinner in New York one night, and there was a homeless man standing on the sidewalk. He said, “I’ve done three tours of Afghanistan and I’m homeless, but I’m not bitter.” I could appreciate that, and reached into my pocket to see if I had five dollars to give him.


At that point the man turned to my wife and said, “Do you know what the best thing about sleeping with a homeless guy is?” We were both taken aback and ready to rush off immediately, when he said, “After we’re done, you can drop me off anywhere.” We both burst out laughing. I had to hand it to him, and indeed I handed him all the cash I had. In short, he got exponentially more than I was originally going to give him because of that very creative approach to panhandling.


One executive who knows how to encourage true creativity is James Thompson, a former marketing executive at Unilever, Avon, Diageo, and Heineken. James always gets excited by things that are genuinely new and different. A campaign we worked on with him for the Jamaican beer Red Stripe (then owned by Diageo) is a quintessential example of that.


As James well knows, one of the toughest challenges in beer advertising is brand recognition. Most beer ads look pretty much the same. They seem almost required to show people in social situations drinking and laughing.


Our Red Stripe commercials took an entirely different approach. We created a brand ambassador who was dressed like a bottle of Red Stripe beer, complete with a red sash. The ambassador makes cheerful and outlandish pronouncements, such as, “When ugly people stand next to a bottle of Red Stripe they look beautiful!” And, “A good way to meet people is to wear a Red Stripe sash. But a great way of meeting people is to wear nothing but a Red Stripe sash!” And, “Red Stripe beer makes a lousy fabric softener. Because it is not a fabric softener!”


The commercials conclude with the tagline “Hooray Beer!” Now, those two words might not seem especially clever, but in fact they were. They succeeded in getting quite a few people to say “Hooray Beer!” instead of “Cheers!” when they clinked bottles with their friends.


James was able to see how this seemingly bizarre idea was a big creative leap, because it accomplished three things and three things only. One: It made loud and clear that this was a Red Stripe commercial. Two: It made people laugh, and if you make people laugh they’re generally going to like you. And three: It included something inside the advertising that was able to live outside the advertising, the tagline “Hooray Beer!”


Brilliant.


James knows the difference between the business world’s increasingly watered-down definition of innovation and a true creative leap.


“The problem with innovation is that people now have innovation departments,” James said recently.7 He has set up innovation units himself, and they do serve a purpose, such as being at the forefront of adding flavors, sizes, colors, and ingredients to a product. But what tends to happen is that they reward predictability, continuity, and repeatability rather than true creative leaps, and “anything that’s predictable doesn’t require creativity,” he said.


If anything, innovation departments have become a victim of their own success, with units tending to set annual goals that can be linked to financial targets, rather than five or ten goals that might or might not work out.


People who work in innovation departments also tend to like market research and trend reports, James added. But, he warned, “if you see something in a trend report, it’s already too late. It’s almost like, when you see what’s in the trend report, you should do the exact opposite. Market research is fantastic if you want to innovate. It’s not great if you want a breakthrough.”


When a soda company comes up with a brand new flavor, that’s an improvement. When the Red Bull company came up with a new drink that combined a lot of caffeine with a flavor that was unlike anything anybody had tasted before, put it in a small can, and priced it at a monstrous premium, it made a genuine creative leap.


When a company adds new ingredients or scents to its cleaning products, that’s an improvement. But when Procter & Gamble introduced the Swiffer, that was the result of deeply creative thinking.


When Apple adds features and upgrades to its iPhone, those are improvements. The iPhone itself was one of the greatest creations of all time.


INTRODUCING THE IPHONE


When Steve Jobs took the stage at Macworld in 2007, he wasn’t exaggerating when he said he was about to announce a revolutionary new device.8 It was, he said, “an iPod, a phone, and an internet communicator… are you getting it? These are not three separate devices. This is one device, and we are calling it iPhone.”


Not only that, but this device would come without a physical keyboard.


You could sense the confusion in the audience. Did that mean you would need to carry a mouse around with you at all times? Or (ugh) a stylus? No, Jobs reassured them.


Instead, “we’re gonna use a pointing device that we’re all born with”: our ten fingers, Jobs said. Thanks to a new technology called Multitouch, people would be able to summon their keyboard on demand, and then send it back into the ether to receive the full visual benefit of their phone screen.


It was a stunning Creative Shift that hardly anyone had seen coming, thanks to Jobs’s penchant for secrecy. People around the world were awed.


One huge beneficiary of the iPhone was our client AT&T, which was able to secure a deal to be the first cellular provider of the iPhone in the United States. Except the iPhone was nearly launched under the Cingular Wireless name—a brand now consigned to history.


In 2004, our client Cingular Wireless had bought AT&T Wireless and renamed it Cingular Wireless. At the time, Cingular was jointly owned by BellSouth and SBC. The next year, SBC bought the original AT&T and rebranded itself as “the new AT&T.” And then, the next year, SBC bought out BellSouth and therefore owned Cingular completely.


Shortly after that, a decision was made to rebrand Cingular as the much better-known AT&T. But the AT&T rebranding was scheduled to be completed in August 2007, well after the planned launch of the iPhone on June 29 of that year.


In April 2007 I had a meeting with Randall Stephenson, then the chairman and CEO of AT&T, in his office in San Antonio, Texas. I told him I believed that the iPhone was the most important product launch of any category of the entire decade. It would be a crime, I said, to introduce it at first under the Cingular name and waste all that brand-building capital.


Randall proceeded to take a pad out of his pocket and make a note on it. Then he put it back in his pocket. Agreeing with me, he said he didn’t care if someone had to go to FedEx Kinko’s and print out banners on the fly to make it happen, but it needed to get done.


Anyone who has participated in a rebranding knows how labor- and time-intensive it is. You have to change out all of the interior and exterior signage on the stores, and all of the related content. You have to completely reskin the website, and craft and execute communications to both your existing customers and the public at large that the change is happening.


The next day, I heard that the rebranding of Cingular had been brought forward by eight weeks. And in that way the credit associated with the most important product of the decade accrued entirely to AT&T rather than to the now-obscure Cingular name.


Back then, one company in particular was completely blindsided by Apple: BlackBerry, which became a client of ours in 2012. The rise and fall of the BlackBerry is a cautionary tale of what happens when you fail to anticipate the next era in your industry.


What’s incredible is that in 1999, BlackBerry had been the one introducing a revolutionary new device: a smartphone with a physical keyboard—and a trackball. The phone could send texts and emails in addition to making calls. People loved it.


For a time, BlackBerrys rode a technological and cultural wave, with the phones becoming status symbols among businesspeople and celebrities. Because people couldn’t seem to stop checking them, the phones were known as crackberries, and Psychology Today even ran an article about how to break free of your BlackBerry addiction.9 (One tip: “Tell yourself I own the BlackBerry, it doesn’t own me.”)


Up on the stage that day in 2007, Steve Jobs said, “There’s an old Wayne Gretsky quote I love—‘I skate to where the puck is going to be, not to where it’s been.’ That’s what we try to do at Apple.” It’s one of the few unoriginal things Jobs ever said, and it’s also ironic, because Jim Balsillie, then the cash-flush co-CEO of BlackBerry, had recently tried and failed to buy the Pittsburgh Penguins ice hockey team and move them to Canada, where BlackBerry was based.


There’s a great fictional scene in the 2023 movie BlackBerry that illustrates how completely the company failed to see where the puck was going (notwithstanding Balsillie’s love of hockey).10 In it, co-CEO Mike Lazaridis (played by Jay Baruchel) gives a presentation to a group of telecom executives in New York on the newest version of the BlackBerry.


He boasts that the device has “the world’s first trackpad, which we believe will be the dominant navigational device for all mobile devices within the next two years.”


There’s a deathly silence in the room before the top telecom executive says, “That’s it? That’s what you’ve got for us? A trackpad? You guys see Apple’s thing? Any reaction to that?”


Lazaridis tries to dismiss the iPhone as an “overdesigned, trying-to-do-too-much toy that will crash any network gullible enough to take it on.… It’s by every metric the exact opposite of everything we do.”


(Exactly.)


“They put a keyboard right on the screen,” the executive points out.


But people love the BlackBerry keyboard and the clicking sound it makes, Lazaridis insists, and then adds, “This entire market was born of our innovation, our idea to put a keyboard on a phone.”


“We were kind of hoping you’d come in here with an iPhone killer,” says the telecom executive.


At which point an increasingly rattled Lazaridis claims that BlackBerry is working on a top-secret phone with a touchscreen that will retain that satisfying click.


The executives are not impressed.


After Jobs introduced the iPhone, BlackBerry held on for a while longer, but then its stock and its market share began an irrevocable slide. BlackBerry’s share of the US smartphone market fell from nearly 50 percent at its peak in 2010 to 0 percent in 2022. That’s when the company finally pulled the plug on the legacy services it was offering to the few people who were still clinging to their old phones, which BlackBerry had stopped making in 2016.


As a 2013 article in Time magazine noted, BlackBerry’s inability to keep up with Apple, and also Google, “was a consequence of errors in its strategy and vision.”11 After seizing the corporate market, BlackBerry did not understand that consumers would drive the next wave of smartphone growth. They were unprepared for the arrival of the “app economy,” and the need to ease the way for developers to build apps for their platforms. BlackBerry only ever imagined smartphones as mere communication devices rather than the complete work and entertainment hubs we now know them to be.


After the iPhone came out, we at BBDO saw that even the best advertising in the world would be unable to maintain BlackBerry’s market share. Users had fallen hard for the Apple touchscreen. There was no way that BlackBerry would be able to go head-to-head with it on experience and functionality. When they were still our client, we tried valiantly to get BlackBerry to see the writing on the wall and take a different path. We had found out that agents working for MI6 in Britain used BlackBerrys because their advanced encryption technology made them incredibly secure.


We said: Why not appeal to people for whom privacy and security matter a great deal? If we could say BlackBerrys were so secure that they were the go-to phone for secret agents, it could be a big selling point.


But we couldn’t convince them. Who knows? Maybe if they had listened to us, they could have held on to at least 15 percent of the smartphone market instead of zero.


BlackBerry lives on as a company, but not as a phone. John Chen, who took over as CEO in 2013, did realize that the company could not possibly compete with Apple or Google on phone technology.


As he explained in a Harvard Business School case study, “We had been iconic, and we had lost that status. Incremental changes were not going to allow the company to survive and become iconic again. We needed to re-architect the whole company.”12


Massive layoffs needed to occur because of the company’s precarious financial state, but the company was able to successfully transform itself from a hardware to a software company, making use of the powerful network security features that had been a major strength of the BlackBerry phone. By focusing on cybersecurity, encryption, and cryptology, it shifted into a new realm—where it faces a new set of competitors, including Microsoft, Cisco, Citrix, and also Google. Because the competitive creative cycle never ends.


BIG SCARY IDEAS


An ad we did for GE, as part of its “Imagination at Work” campaign, illustrates how people tend to shy away from creative leaps. It shows a life-size, bedraggled puppet-creature with sad eyes, the embodiment of a new idea, wandering the city as others look at him with fear and suspicion.


“Ideas are scary,” says the announcer. “They come into the world ugly and messy.”


“But under the proper care, they become something beautiful,” the announcer continues, as the poor creature, after almost dying on the street, finally receives a warm welcome and a helping hand at the GE offices, where with the proper care he becomes healthier and grows beautiful colorful feathers that he shows off to an audience that gives him a standing ovation.


This twenty-first-century ad is very much in the spirit of Thomas Edison, who was one of the founders of GE back in the nineteenth century. “I find out what the world needs,” Thomas Edison said. “Then I go ahead and try to invent it.” One of the things he went ahead and invented was the light bulb, now a universal symbol of a creative new idea.


It’s somewhat mind-boggling to consider that GE has been BBDO’s client since 1920, when Edison was still alive. Some of our earliest campaigns for them included “Live Better Electrically” and “Progress Is Our Most Important Product.” BBDO also came up with the famed “We Bring Good Things to Life,” which ran throughout Jack Welch’s tenure as CEO from 1981 to 2001.


Welch thrived with an operating model built around Six Sigma—a data-driven approach aimed at improving business processes and reducing defects. Welch emphasized acquisitions and divestments based on a GE asset’s financial viability, but there was a limit to how long that strategy would work. After Welch retired in 2001, the new CEO, Jeff Immelt, felt that the company needed a new foundational idea that would stress a new direction for the company.


Jeff happened to take over as chief executive of GE on Monday, September 10, 2001. That night he flew to Seattle for a meeting with one of the company’s best customers, Boeing. In his book Hot Seat, he describes turning on the TV above a stair climber at the gym the next morning and seeing flames at the top of the North Tower of the World Trade Center.13 At first he thought a small private plane had flown into the tower. But then a second plane hit the South Tower, and he recognized it as a Boeing 767. Then a third plane struck the Pentagon, and a fourth crashed in Pennsylvania.


As Jeff wrote, “This was gut wrenching for the nation.” Talk about an unknown unknown. And on his first week as CEO of GE, it required urgent action on his part. “We’d soon learn that GE was connected to nearly every part of the tragedy,” he wrote. “Planes powered by GE engines had just destroyed real estate that was insured by GE-held policies. The TV network I was watching—NBC—was owned by GE.” And two GE people had died in the tragedy.


After his initial trial by fire, Jeff faced one crisis after another. In particular, the company was buffeted by accounting changes as a result of financial fallout from the Enron scandal, in which a massive accounting fraud led to the company’s downfall. Then came the 2008 financial crisis. He had to instill discipline and focus inside a company that contained a large number of diverse businesses, from appliances to jet engines to NBC to GE Capital.


Jeff knew that running GE the way Jack Welch had run it was simply not sustainable. “If you’ve got a company that all it’s going to do is go quarter to quarter, that’s going to work until it doesn’t,” Jeff said in a recent interview.14 “And I guarantee you, there’s a time where it won’t.”


As part of its effort to change direction, GE did its own version of a Creative Shift. The goal was to communicate the GE of today and tomorrow. The company did an enormous amount of research internally and externally, including bringing in ethnographers to define what GE really was as a company.


Jeff has publicly acknowledged that his legacy at GE is complicated, and his exit from the company, in 2017, was unceremonious. But, as he often says, “Truth = Facts + Context.” The facts are there for all to see, but not everyone understands the full context of the challenges he faced on multiple fronts.


It was inevitable that some of Jeff’s decisions would come in for criticism. But his “Imagination at Work” initiative was one of his strongest plays. It is a perfect example of a Creative Shift, and it became as much a part of the GE way as Six Sigma had been.


“‘Bring Good Things to Life’ was a great campaign for a long time,” Jeff recalled. “But it was essentially a consumer campaign. And we wanted to be more of a technology company.”


Some people questioned the need to retire a line that was so well known. After all, a CEO change doesn’t necessarily require a marketing change. But the new idea that BBDO helped GE come up with was about much more than marketing. It was about establishing an entirely new model for the company’s growth, one that stressed breakthrough ideas and inventions over acquisitions and cost-cutting.


We knew from the start that the word “imagination” needed to be part of the new campaign. Disney had named the workers at its theme parks Imagineers, and that was the kind of creativity we sought to emulate, though in an entirely different realm.


At first we came up with “Imagine That” to express the shift. But then, after writing several TV scripts around the phrase, we discovered that it was already copyrighted by a tiny company nobody had ever heard of. So it was back to the drawing board.


I vividly remember meeting in the Rockefeller Center office of Beth Comstock, then GE’s chief marketing officer. Along with a small group that included Beth and the BBDO creative leads Michael Patti and Don Schneider, we used markers to write various forms of the word “Imagine” on big pieces of cardboard. Then we wrote down other words that might partner well with “Imagine” and its siblings.


Sitting on Beth’s wonderfully plush carpet (I could easily have taken a nap on it) we looked like toddlers moving the pieces around and around in various combinations.


Finally the right combination clicked together: “Imagination at Work.” Beth loved it, and it turned out not to be copyrighted. And as is sometimes the case, the new version was actually much better than the one we’d originally planned to use. Because work—hard work—is a key element of GE’s culture.


Building on this powerful idea, Jeff would hold sessions on what he called Imagination Breakthroughs, which gave people opportunities to turn bold new ideas into revenue streams. “These would be projects that were on the boundary,” he said in the interview. “And we made sure that they got time and money and attention so they could escape the boundaries that existed inside the company.”


One of these efforts, called Ecomagination, was launched in 2005 with the aim of creating sustainable technologies that would both protect the environment and make money for GE. This was long before environmental, social, and governance (ESG) initiatives became popular among corporations. By 2015, the effort had generated $200 billion in revenue.


One idea that came out of Ecomagination was the LEAP engine (for “Leading Edge Aviation Propulsion”), a more sustainable engine than its predecessor that is broadly used by airlines today. The effort also resulted in partnerships with companies including Statoil, Total, Goldman Sachs, Walmart, and Intel that were designed to reduce greenhouse gases, environmental waste, and water pollution and spur renewable energy, among other things.


“Imagination at Work” also led to the development of new technologies that enabled the cleanup of pollution in the Hudson River, much of which had come from GE plants. “We pivoted from being kind of the polluter-of-record to implementing the biggest clean-tech initiative at that time,” Jeff recalled.
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