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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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