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PRAISE FOR THE CREATIVE PROCESS ILLUSTRATED




“Here's what I love about this book: The authors ask really great questions, and they are clearly delighted with their hunt for the answers. This book will fuel many hours of discussion among students and professionals who are passionate about their creative work, and who seek thoughtful language, models, and guidance that support doing what they love to do.”






— Wendy Richmond, author of 

Art Without Compromise

 and columnist, 

Communication Arts









“This is a unique and engaging illustrated guide to the way some of the most brilliant creatives in advertising think, create and conceive ideas. Get into the minds of Kevin Roddy, Andy Azula, David Kennedy, or one of the other talented contributors. It's a fascinating and inspiring read; a must for anyone getting into the creative business of advertising.”






— Kevin Swanepoel, President, The One Club for Art & Copy, New York









“Finally someone has written a book that helps me figure out what the hell's been happening in my brain for the past fifteen years! Inside you'll find a smart dissection of the creative process and how it's applied. You'll get to see how some of today's top creative minds work. Each of them has illustrated their individual idea processes. It's as if they've tipped their brains out on the page and we're all allowed to go explore.”




— Lucy Collier, Creative Director, Platform - Wieden+Kennedy, London







“Glenn Griffin and Deborah Morrison have ventured where few others have gone before — deep into the minds and thought processes of some of advertising's most brilliant creators. The result is enlightening and inspiring for anyone who cares about creative thinking, idea generation, and the quest for originality. The drawings alone are priceless!”






— Warren Berger, author of 

Advertising Today

 and 

Glimmer: How Design Can Transform Your Life and Maybe Even the World









“A book about creativity that's also creative. Seeing how creative minds work made mine work just a little better. This remarkable collection of drawings reveals so much about how ideas come to life, it's sure to get you thinking about how you think. Could there be a better reason to buy this book?”






— Brett Robbs, Ph.D., Associate Professor, University of Colorado, Boulder







“A fantastic book for all those who fear the empty white page.”






— Ignacio Oreamuno, President, IHAVEANIDEA









“Using the advertising industry as the focal point and vehicle for exploration, The Creative Process Illustrated spans a wide and diverse spectrum of disciplines — from social psychology to photography to behavioral science — that together paint a complete picture of the cultural landscape which the creative process inhabits.”




— Maria Popova, Planner, TBWA\Chiat\Day (Los Angeles) and editor, Brain Pickings (www.brainpickings.org)







“There's the science of creativity and there's the muse of it, and The Creative Process Illustrated nails them both. This is a fantastic read for anyone who wants to peek inside the brains of people who do some of the best advertising in the world. Now, if it had only been written two years ago, maybe I'd still have a job.”






— Erik Proulx, founder of Please Feed The Animals and creator of the documentary 

Lemonade









“Wow… a remarkable study of creative conceptualization that taps some of the greatest creative minds in advertising. This book unlocks many creative secrets and opens new areas of inquiry into advertising creativity.”






— Tom Reichert, Ph.D., Professor, University of Georgia and author of 

Erotic History of Advertising









“This book offers new insight into the theory and practice of the creative process in advertising, and will advance efforts to prepare students to become better creative thinkers and problem solvers.”






— Thomas Vogel, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Emerson College, Boston
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FOREWORD


No one knows, exactly, when a baby will be born.


We can estimate a due date. We can peer in and predict, we can measure this and monitor that. Yet for all our technological devices and medical advances, birth is still very much the domain of art, not science. We don't decide when babies will be born. Babies do.


Ideas, like babies, decide when to be born. They defy prediction.


Just as we can't predict which jokes will make us laugh, or which person will spin us madly in love, the creative process isn't really a “process” at all. Yes, we can dissect every step someone goes through to develop a creative idea, but at some point there's a quantum leap from A to B to C to K. How does it work? Where does it start? When will it happen?


The reality is, creativity simply isn't rational. It's sweaty and red-blooded. Tempestuous. It wakes up at 2 A.M. struggling whether to tweak a headline one hundredth of an inch, or start over entirely.


When I began in advertising, the creative process seemed almost supernatural. How could anyone possibly distill the intricacies of a brand, then hone them into an idea sharp enough to cut through people's natural resistance, into their hearts and their brains, ultimately connecting with the magical decision-making hot button that decides which toothpaste or hotel room or politician to choose? I had no idea how a plain, dull fact could metamorphosize into an idea with the power to change behaviors and beliefs.


It seemed like alchemy, transforming a lump of raw information into the golden idea.


Since then, I've learned that the creative process really is alchemy. Very much so. Creative people defend the world from predictability, one idea at a time. They don't just write and design and art direct — they articulate our most personal unspoken insecurities and intentions. They don't just sell — they show us what matters.


And that's why, geeky though it may be, I love the whole sloppy mess of creativity in my work. I love when a brand needs to figure out who it is, what it stands for, why people should care. I love working with smart creative people, developing thoughts that leave the world an ever so slightly more interesting place than before those thoughts were thought.


The process of creativity is especially important today — in any industry, and any discipline, at any level. Because for all its maddening imprecision, creativity always triumphs. Information comes and goes. Transactions can be outsourced. Technology becomes obsolete. Opinions change, and tastes change even faster. But creativity will always be essential, and rare.


Creativity is the difference between information and genius. It's the difference between transcribing a dictionary and writing. When you see people in awe of Google's algorithm or Apple's devices, remember: The ultimate technology is you.


One day, at a low point in my own career, while riding in a taxi through San Francisco, I saw a graffiti sentence spray-painted in 10-foot tall letters. “I just feel like something wonderful is about to happen.” That sentence changed my life. Why? Something wonderful is always about happen, if you're ready. If you understand that creativity, like life, is a process. You can't know what comes next, because like babies and tears and falling in love, creativity is gloriously imperfect.


That's where this book comes in. We get to stroll around as guests in the brains of the smartest thinkers, learning exactly how their ideas are born. Read, savor, ponder, and then ask yourself a question: In your own life, what extraordinary thing will you create that's irrepressibly, inimitably, audaciously you?




— Sally Hogshead, speaker, brand innovation consultant, and author of 

Fascinate: Your 7 Triggers to Persuasion and Captivation

, and 

Radical Careering: 100 Truths to Jumpstart Your Job, Your Career, and Your Life













 




INTRODUCTION


“The difference between the forgettable and the enduring is artistry.”




— Bill Bernbach, Co-Founder of Doyle Dane Bernbach (DDB), 1911–1982




Creativity, that enigmatic force, is the foundation upon which the advertising business is built. It's the precious commodity that agencies offer their clients. Product benefits, unique selling propositions, brand extensions: All those factors, all those buzzwords don't mean anything to real people. But the right creative strategy can make them accessible and relevant to their lives.


In advertising, creative directors, art directors and writers are the translators. They find ways to make soda sing. They make deodorant sexy. They convince us that we'll never be our best without the right running shoe. If you think about it, these ad folks are astoundingly good at what they do. They help us make decisions, form opinions and develop habits with a level of skill and authority commonly associated with parents, priests or police officers. Let's be honest: We'd rather hear “Just do it” from Nike.


Advertising, at its best, can be artful. It can be smart, educational and responsible — a wonder to behold. People in this business are masterful problem solvers. Their ideas can be potent. (“Yes we can!”) Their work can shape culture. (“Whassup?”) It's not hard to see why some of the brightest minds in the world are attracted to this industry.


As professors of advertising, we've had the privilege of working with brilliant young people on a daily basis, and we're constantly amazed by their optimism, energy and capacity for innovation. Year after year, our students win prestigious awards, display their work in elite exhibitions and continue to re-imagine the role that advertising can play in society. Alums are working for agencies around the world. We're watching them raise the bar, armed with the conviction that great ideas are powerful and transformative.


But how do great ideas happen?


As mentors to aspiring art directors and writers, we spend a lot of time helping people understand how to develop and leverage their natural creative ability. We know that the ability to think creatively is something innate; our students have decided to channel it into a career. They come to us with an agenda: Help me figure out how my brain works and how I can use it better to do something I love. The journey will be unique for each student, because no two brains are exactly alike. Each brings a different rhythm, perspective and personality to the exercise. We offer tools and feedback. We offer advice. We talk people off the ledge in the wake of failure. We celebrate triumphs! And all along the way, we never cease to be amazed by the beauty and diversity of each individual's creative process. That's the delicious spot where we live as teachers. Yes, it's important to build a smart portfolio of work as a credential for employment. We help kids do that. But from our perspective (and inevitably one day, our students'), understanding one's own mind and how it can be most creatively productive is truly the gift that keeps on giving.


The creative process is bigger than a profession. It's transcendent. People who truly understand and embrace their creative ability live fuller, happier lives. And the fact that a lot of them work in advertising shouldn't surprise anyone. We'd argue it's one of the most enjoyable ways to spend an eighty-hour workweek.


As you might expect, we're a couple of advertising junkies. We thrive upon listening to, reading, watching, clicking, experiencing and (sorry, Mr. Whipple) squeezing it. Did you see those gorgeous watercolor illustrations in the ads for Bell Canoes? The music in the Target commercials just makes us happy. How do they keep turning dog food into poetry for Pedigree? It can be a lovefest. We can get mushy.


Of course, we're also passionate enough to get angry when we see ugly stuff (sadly, there's so much of it out there). Yes, we've written letters. We've thrown fits in class and told our students, “Don't you ever do that!”


But loving advertising, like loving anything or anyone, means believing in how good it can be and always hoping the best expectations will be fulfilled. For our part, we've always wished that the world could understand and appreciate more of the humanity that's invested in the ads they love. We know the people behind the best work that our industry has to offer (many of them personally, the rest of them spiritually), and we consider them heroes. And in a business that takes (and, let's face it, sometimes earns) a lot of criticism, perhaps it's time for a fresh perspective.


It's time to think about thinking. It's time to appreciate the development of advertising as a fascinatingly interesting intellectual pursuit. It's time to see the faces and hear the stories of men and women who could've done any number of meaningful things with their lives, but chose to do this (and to do it so well!). This book is a tribute to their professionalism, their achievements and their struggles. It's also a wonderful testimony to the unique and wonderful brain each of them uses to earn a living. It will, we hope, inspire more smart, optimistic and ambitious people to follow in their footsteps.


Most importantly, we'd like for this book to serve as documentation that creative directors, art directors and writers in advertising are some of the great artists and thinkers of our time. Considering the scope and power of their influence in our culture, that's not such a crazy idea.




— W. Glenn Griffin and Deborah Morrison











CHAPTER ONE




PROCESS IS PURE




Most people, when they see an ad, never think about how it came to be. In fact, people don't consciously engage with most advertising, period. It's noise. It's part of the landscape. It blends in. And for the same reason you're unlikely to notice any particular tree during a walk through a neighborhood park, you probably won't pay any attention to a television commercial, billboard, radio spot, web banner or any other branded message unless it's different in some significant way. We've convinced ourselves that we've seen everything before. That makes advertising a very tough business.


Those great ads that do break through — the very best of the lot — are those that do the job for the client (they communicate about the product and satisfy strategic objectives) and also leave consumers happier, wiser… somehow better for having engaged with the ad (they deliver a “gift” in exchange for their attention). When an ad sells and does so with great style, it's a thing of beauty. But when ads simply do one or the other, they fall short of fulfilling their potential. The creative folks that make ads every day strive to find the right balance of the two.


Advertising is a thoroughly collaborative business. Inside ad agencies, teams of professionals who specialize in marketing, research, media, technology, production and creativity (the list can go on, depending on the project) work together to serve the client's needs. It makes sense, then, that just about every ad you see that's selling a big brand is the end product of mammoth interaction — the sum of many edits, revisions, restarts and critiques by many different people. Everyone's got fingerprints on the work.


Within that collaborative machine, creative directors supervise the art directors (the visual people) and writers (the word people) working on a specific account. Typically, one art director and one writer are paired to work together to generate ideas, but creative teams can vary in size (and sometimes specialty) if need be. The creative directors are the more senior and experienced pros who started out in art direction or writing. These days, they guide the work of their own teams, assuring that it meets the agency's standards and (with any luck) the client's, too. The creative ideas they generate get circulated throughout the agency; those determined to be the strongest are shared with the client. The client's evaluation of the work can send it back for revision, push it through to see the light of day as a finished ad or kill it in favor of another approach. (That's a woefully simple summary of how things can happen, but you get the idea.) A great idea can run that gauntlet, but it can seem miraculous whenever it happens.


At the center of all this (and, regrettably, too often overlooked) are the individuals who've invested their big brains in this enterprise. They might have been geneticists or screenwriters or architects or economists or poet laureates, but they chose to make advertising. They'll tell you they do it because they love it, and because they couldn't imagine being happier doing something else. They're creative people, yes… but of a rare breed. They don't create as a means of pure self-expression. Instead, they enjoy the challenge of doing something imaginative/surprising/amazing/smart/beautiful that will meet someone else's specifications and solve their problems. They don't sign their works of art. They labor in anonymity. Think about it: In this business, a writer can pen a phrase on every American's lips (“Can you hear me now?”) but only his mom gives him credit. An art director's colorful vision of dancing silhouettes enjoying the iPod is more ubiquitous than Warhol, but museum curators don't know her name.


We're fascinated by the creative minds that answer the call to be professional creatives. These individuals are at the core of everything that makes advertising interesting. They are true artists in the sense that their work is constantly broadening, enriching and challenging our concept of that term. Each of them brings a unique intellectual perspective to the work they do, and their talent is a hot commodity. Agencies (the good ones, anyway) understand that they have to recruit the best brains available. After all, their piece of a 500 billion dollar industry is at stake.


For that reason, these creatives understand more about their own brains than most of us do. Working in this business, they've honed their own creative process for developing ideas. That personal process, we believe, is representative of advertising creativity in its purest form.






Creative directors, art directors and writers see the mind as an instrument. It's the most important tool they use at work.







Creativity is advertising's most valuable resource. Studying, understanding and appreciating the nature of the creative process, we believe, should be a priority in the scholarly realm; this area of inquiry holds the potential to accentuate advertising's significant contributions to culture and quality of life.


Remarkably, the study of creativity and the creative process is still rather new. This chapter will offer you an overview of research, definitions for some important terms, theoretical insights and a sense of how advertising connects to it all.




WHAT IS CREATIVITY?




In order to study something, it's essential to start with a definition that precisely describes the topic of interest and distinguishes it from others. Historically, that's been one of the major obstacles to the study of creativity. The term “creative” feels very big, and it's often used to describe anything that's new, different, odd or unexpected. Even though it's easy to carelessly throw the term around, “creative” also carries connotations of something special, rare or valuable. It seems intuitive, therefore, that the true definition of the word must be somewhere in the middle.
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To complicate matters further, for centuries now, creativity has also been attached to the magical or supernatural. It's been the topic of much romance and fantasy. The classical Greek philosopher Plato (c. 427–c. 347 B.C.) explained that goddesses known as the Muses inspired mankind's artistic creations, attributing no innate creative agency/ability to human beings. Hundreds of years later, the poet Alexander Pope (1688–1744) was celebrating his own Muse and Rudyard Kipling (1865– 1936), author of The Jungle Book, cited a “daemon” that lived in his pen, perpetuating the link between creative works and otherworldly forces.


Over the past century, scholarly research on creativity was confounded by a number of issues. First, and perhaps most significantly, creative thinking isn't a readily observable phenomenon. While we might be able to see ideas or other creative products realized, trying to figure out how or where they originated in the human mind is a different story. So far, science hasn't developed a viable method for watching us think in real time and certainly not at a level of sophistication that can differentiate creative thinking from any other type.


Second, creativity was long considered a peripheral psychological phenomenon, meaning that most experts viewed creative thinking as either a secondary (less significant) cognitive function or one that wasn't commonly experienced by most people. And, as we've already noted, the lack of a clear and concise definition of creativity was a great obstacle in getting studies off the ground.
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Creativity as Problem Solving




Despite the fact that the study of creativity remains relatively new, a more rational, focused and practical view of it has begun to emerge. The most widely accepted scholarly definition of the term now frames it as a problem-solving activity. However, not every solution to a problem is necessarily a creative solution.


Harvard University professor Teresa Amabile, in her book The Social Psychology of Creativity, identifies two types of solutions: (a) algorithmic solutions (preexisting, linear series of steps to be followed); and (b) heuristic solutions (new methods developed in the absence of algorithms). Clearly, a “creative” solution would be considered heuristic in nature rather than algorithmic, because it represents a new approach for solving a problem.




In advertising, the challenge to solve a client's problems is ever present. How can people be convinced to drink more milk? What can be said about tires that hasn't already been said? Is there a way to position this personal computer as the hip, youthful alternative to the market leader? Algorithms abound. Formulaic approaches (those tried-and-true templates that clients love) are everywhere. The best art directors and writers will look for a new (heuristic) approach for crafting brand messages in a crowded, copycat category.







Novelty




Novelty, in fact, is another essential element in defining creativity. Case in point: Scholars in the field of aesthetics argue that novelty is a key characteristic for evaluating works of art. Experimental research evidence suggests that creatively productive people prefer novelty, attributable to a characteristic open-mindedness and distaste for the traditional or commonplace in everyday life. It is important to note, however, that the “new” or “novel” can be derived from the old; the creative mind can combine or synthesize existing material to yield new products. Some may suggest that “there's nothing new under the sun,” but creativity defies this perspective by discovering new combinations, connections and relationships.


Agency creatives live in constant fear of becoming hacks. There's great pressure to avoid ripping off (whether by accident or on purpose) someone else's work or producing something that is boring and flat. Of course, it can be hard to discern whether or not an idea for an ad is original when you're so immersed in the business. Luke Sullivan, group creative director at the agency GSD&M and the author of Hey Whipple, Squeeze This: A Guide to Creating Great Ads, suggests that art directors and writers should admire good work that others do but then promptly forget it. Perhaps easier said than done, but wise words nonetheless.
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Usefulness




If we think of creativity as a method of problem solving, it's easy to understand how the creativity of an idea could be measured by how useful it is. If we solve a problem, the method used for solving it was beneficial to us. This also introduces the idea that creativity makes a valuable contribution (at some level) in people's lives and isn't purely self-serving. There's a sense that creativity has an inherent social value. Arthur J. Cropley, emeritus professor of psychology at the University of Hamburg, insists that creative ideas must be shared and “accepted or at least tolerated” by society, which he calls “socio-cultural validation.”


No matter how “creative” we might consider an ad or a campaign to be from a variety of other perspectives, its ability to fulfill the client's objectives is key. Many industry award shows reward agencies for producing work that's funny or beautiful or represents a unique approach. However, if the advertising isn't doing the job for the client, it's unlikely to remain visible long enough to have a lasting cultural impact.






Everyone is creative.






And by that, we mean everyone has the potential to be.









Creativity Defined




The definition of creativity that we like to use encompasses all of the important criteria that we've outlined below.






Creativity:The generation, development and transformation of ideas that are both novel and useful for solving problems.





Notice that we frame ideas as the product of creativity. We find that this resonates with our advertising students, whose credentials as “idea people” will be crucial to their success in the classroom and beyond.


For ad professionals, this definition probably reads a bit like a job description. As you'll hear many of them say, “You're only as good as your last idea.”


But hey, no pressure.




WHO IS CREATIVE?




Ask a simple question, get a simple answer. Everyone is creative. And by that, we mean everyone has the potential to be. Potential is a key word.


In the Handbook of Creativity, cognitive psychologists Thomas B. Ward, Steven M. Smith and Ronald A. Finke insist “the capacity for creative thought is the rule rather than the exception in human cognitive functioning.”


That's a pretty powerful statement. Read it again. It means that every normal, healthy human being on the planet is born ready to be creative. But note the word “capacity” there. That's where potential figures in. Creativity is, we believe, an act of will. If you want to think creatively, you can. If you want to be more creative than you are now, you can be that, too. But if you don't believe that you're creative or (worse yet) don't want to try it, don't expect anything much to change.


We try to help students believe in their own creative ability by framing it as good old-fashioned hard work. It's not magic (even though some of advertising's rock stars make it seem so). Hours of thinking, sketching, writing and rewriting will pay dividends. Quality ideas come from great quantities of ideas. Amazing creative work doesn't come easy, but that wonderful sense of accomplishment in finding the answer makes it all worthwhile. These are our mantras.


We encourage students to figure out how they are most creatively productive on a personal level. We don't make anyone creative; we help facilitate their journey. Finding your own process comes from a lot of trial and error (and let's be real here, there's lots and lots of error involved). Each student will experiment with different thinking techniques, a variety of work environments and all sorts of idiosyncratic philosophies and motivations. But eventually, things will start to click. As they taste success, they'll begin to trust the protocols they've developed. They'll settle into patterns that feel comfortable and yield the best results. Watching this happen is one of the best parts of our job.


Although no two people find ideas in exactly the same way, it's pretty clear that some aspects of the process are universal. In the next section, we'll offer an overview of research on the creative process and some related concepts.




THE CREATIVE PROCESS




It seems oddly appropriate that the most significant theory about how the creative process works came from an unlikely source. Graham Wallas (1858–1932), a British political scientist and sociologist, proposed one of the first significant models of the creative process in his book, The Art of Thought (1926). Although he spent most of his life teaching and writing about politics, he was fascinated by human nature and how it influenced the development of society.
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Graham Wallas (1858–1932)






It seems oddly appropriate that the most significant theory about how the creative process works came from an unlikely source.









The Four-Stage Process Model




Wallas believed the creative process could be described as a series of four stages:




Preparation: The problem to be solved is carefully considered and resources are gathered in order to confront the task. The conscious mind is focused on the problem.




Incubation: Drawing upon these resources, consideration of the problem is internalized and becomes a largely subconscious activity. The mind makes connections more freely and abundantly.




Illumination: Possible solutions to the problem transition from subconscious to conscious thought. This is a moment of insight and optimism.




Verification: Solutions are tested and may be applied if shown to be viable.


Inherent to Wallas's model are several important assumptions. First, his conceptualization of the process makes it seem relatively simple. This was counterintuitive for many people back in 1926 and remains controversial in some circles today. In response, we'd argue that Wallas's four stages represent the more universally experienced facets of process but don't prohibit examination of the phenomenon in greater depth. Preparation, incubation, illumination and verification are also described as sequential, discrete stages. Wallas believed that they are experienced in the order presented and don't overlap. However, he did propose that the creative process is recursive in nature, meaning that any of its stages can be revisited, if necessary, once they've been completed in their original sequence. For example, if solutions tested at the verification stage are not shown to be viable for solving the problem, an individual might decide to continue thinking (return to incubation) or start all over again from scratch (restart at preparation).
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Not only does the Four-Stage Process Model resonate with advertising students, it also parallels the day-to-day work of ad professionals as well. In the agency setting, creative teams typically receive documents called creative briefs at the start of work on a new project. The creative brief (if well written) offers a summary of important research that then kick-starts that creative process. It also articulates the big problem(s) that advertising needs to solve for the client. Art directors and writers spend a lot of their time “incubating” about problems before discussing ideas with their partners and identifying the best possible solutions. Creative directors then consider this work and offer their advice and input. A few sound concepts are eventually presented to the client, where the ultimate verification moment happens. Based on that verdict, the creative team will know whether it's time to move ahead with production of the work or to go back to the drawing board. Thank goodness it's a recursive process, right?





More than eighty years later, Wallas's model is still the most famous and influential proposal for understanding how creative thinking unfolds as a process. The vast majority of models offered by other scholars bear a strong resemblance to Wallas's work. Hungarian mathematician George Pólya (1887– 1985) proposed a model of the creative process that included a period of post-verification analysis (he called it “looking back”). Philosopher John Dewey's (1859–1952) book, How We Think: A Restatement of the Relation of Reflective Thinking to the Educative Process (1933), described a problem-solving process of “reflective thinking,” including a “pre-reflective” phase that closely parallels Wallas's preparation and incubation stages. The powerful influence of the Four-Stage Process Model is well documented and persistent. The terms preparation, incubation, illumination and verification have become well known and widely accepted in both scholarly and professional contexts.


In 1944, advertising executive James Webb Young (1886– 1973) acknowledged Graham Wallas in the introduction to his book A Technique for Producing Ideas, noting that “[Wallas] arrives at somewhat the same conclusions” about the creative process but that “what follows has seemed to have a particular usefulness for workers in advertising.” Webb's explanation for how advertising ideas are generated was indeed reminiscent of Wallas's model, but Webb insisted that he “discovered” Wallas after developing his own theories.
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