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M
ost people, when they see an ad, never think 

about how it came to be. In fact, people don’t con-

sciously 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 dur-

ing 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 market-

ing, 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 peo-

ple) 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 expe-

rienced 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 woe-

fully 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 
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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 imagina-

tive/surprising/amazing/smart/beautiful that will meet some-

one 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 Ameri-

can’s lips (“Can you hear me now?”) but only his mom gives 

him credit. An art director’s colorful vision of dancing silhou-

ettes 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 broaden-

ing, 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 dol-

lar 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 adver-

tising creativity in its purest form.

Creativity is advertising’s most valuable resource. Studying, 

understanding and appreciating the nature of the creative pro-

cess, we believe, should be a priority in the scholarly realm; 

this area of inquiry holds the potential to accentuate advertis-

ing’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 defi-

nition that precisely describes the topic of interest and dis-

tinguishes 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 con-

notations of something special, rare or valuable. It seems intui-

tive, therefore, that the true definition of the word must be 

somewhere in the middle.

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 phe-

nomenon. While we might be able to see ideas or other cre-

ative products realized, trying to figure out how or where they 

originated in the human mind is a different story. So far, sci-

ence 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. 

Creative directors, art directors and writers see the mind as 
an instrument. It’s the most important tool they use at work.
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Second, creativity was long considered a peripheral psy-

chological phenomenon, meaning that most experts viewed 

creative thinking as either a secondary (less significant) cog-

nitive 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 get-

ting studies off the ground.

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 meth-

ods developed in the absence of algorithms). Clearly, a “cre-

ative” solution would be considered heuristic in nature rather 

than algorithmic, because it represents a new approach for 

solving a problem. 

Novelty
Novelty, in fact, is another essential element in defining cre-

ativity. 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 character-

istic open-mindedness and distaste for the traditional or com-

monplace 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.

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 mea-

sured 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 cam-

paign 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.

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 tem-

plates that clients love) are everywhere. The best art direc-

tors and writers will look for a new (heuristic) approach for 

crafting brand messages in a crowded, copycat category.
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Creativity Defined
The definition of creativity that we like to use encompasses all 

of the important criteria that we’ve outlined below.

Notice that we frame ideas as the product of creativity. We find 

that this resonates with our advertising students, whose cre-

dentials 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 cre-

ative. 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 excep-

tion 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 cre-

atively 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 cre-

ative 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 influ-

enced the development of society. 

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

Graham Wallas (1858–1932)

Creativity: The generation, development and transformation 

of ideas that are both novel and useful for solving problems.
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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 subcon-

scious 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 assump-

tions. 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 recur-

sive 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 incuba-

tion) or start all over again from scratch (restart at preparation).

More than eighty years later, Wallas’s model is still the most 

famous and influential proposal for understanding how cre-

ative thinking unfolds as a process. The vast majority of mod-

els 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 par-

ticular usefulness for workers in advertising.” Webb’s expla-

nation for how advertising ideas are generated was indeed 

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

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 con-

cepts are eventually presented to the client, where the ulti-

mate 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?



The “operations” referenced in SI include “thinking strate-

gies” which can be learned and practiced, providing more 

evidence that people can develop their creative ability if they 

are motivated to do so. Most of the advertising creatives we 

know have their own favorite techniques for finding ideas. 

For example, some are 

list makers (e.g., lists of 

product characteristics, 

lists of alternative uses 

for a product, lists of 

places where the product 

could be used), and oth-

ers enjoy sketching mind 

maps (a terrific divergent 

thinking tool developed 

in the 1960s). We share 

these techniques (and 

many others) with our students. With experience, each per-

son decides which of these thinking tools work best or might 

be most useful in certain situations. They lend a bit of struc-

ture to process and help reduce some of the anxiety present-

ed by a blank page.
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reminiscent of Wallas’s model, but Webb insisted that he “dis-

covered” Wallas after developing his own theories.

The Structure of Intellect Model
Another important contribution to our understanding of how 

the mind works (and thinks creatively) is the Structure of 

Intellect (SI) model created by J.P. Guilford in 1967. Guilford, 

a psychologist, appreciated the interdependent relationship 

between human intelligence (the sum of a person’s knowl-

edge) and intellect (a person’s ability to use knowledge and 

generate new ideas). The Structure of Intellect proposes that 

there are three dimensions of intellectual abilities:

Contents: The sum of our knowledge (our intelligence)—

everything that we know and the various types of information 

represented there.

Operations: How we use knowledge—the various types of 

manipulations that we bring to bear upon our intelligence.

Products: New knowledge or ideas that are the results of thinking.
Essentially, SI helps us to understand intellect as a broader, 

richer concept encompassing how we think and how we lever-

age our intelligence in doing so. Guilford’s work serves to 

augment our understanding of the processes associated with 

creative thought and complements the broader framework rep-

resented by Wallas’s model.

Domains of Creativity
Creativity isn’t limited to the fine and performing arts, of 

course. It manifests itself in just about everything human 

beings make or do. It’s part of groundbreaking mathematical 

formulas, site plans for urban gardening and every seasonal 

vaccine against the flu. Although the theories and models 

we’ve discussed so far describe how the creative process 

works in general, a growing number of scholars believe that 

creative thinking may happen in different ways across the 

variety of contexts in which it is applied. This idea is called 

domain specificity. The term “domain” can refer to a body of 

knowledge or, better suited to our discussion, a particular 

profession or line of work. In his book, Creativity: Flow and 

the Psychology of Discovery and Invention, psychology profes-

sor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls domains “primarily ways 

to make a living,” adding that they are possibly “the best evi-

dence of human creativity” because we built them ourselves. 

If you think about it, it does seem intuitive that the creative 

process a choreographer uses to develop a new routine might 

follow different protocols than those an art director/writer 

team might use to develop an ad campaign. However, it’s 

also a safe bet that both choreographers and advertising pros 

engage in preparation, incubation, illumination and verifica-

tion as part of the work that they do. So, accepting the idea 

that the creative process might be adaptable to a particular 

An example of a mind map.
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domain shouldn’t invalidate the more general models of the 

creative process. Instead, this capacity speaks to the great 

problem-solving nature of creativity itself.

Putting the Creative Process to Work
If you’re a creative thinker, you use your mind in ways that 

everyone can, but too few actually do. You like solving prob-

lems. You embrace challenges. You use your creative ability in 

every aspect of your life, at work and at home.

We’ve discussed the idea that the creative process is universal 

in the sense that there are stages we all experience. We all 

draw upon our intelligence as the raw material for developing 

new ideas via the intellect.

However, we apply the creative process in a variety of differ-

ent settings to accomplish a variety of different tasks. Con-

sider the daily life of an executive chef. She spends her days 

running a kitchen, hiring staff, monitoring costs, rewriting 

menus and overseeing the operations of the restaurant. She 

might even prepare some food now and then. Each of these 

responsibilities requires special expertise and each presents 

its share of problems to be solved. Broadly speaking, cooking 

is the executive chef’s domain and she uses her creative abil-

ity to perform in that context. But she’s not always at work, 

of course. At home, she enjoys gardening and is looking for a 

space to plant fresh herbs. She’s trying to figure out the best 

way to tutor her daughter in algebra. And her husband wants 

her help arranging the furniture in his new office. Hmmm. Our 

executive chef finds all sorts of applications for her creative 

problem-solving skills.

Creativity-Relevant Processes  
and Domain-Relevant Skills
Creative thinkers adapt their skills to address whatever prob-

lem is at hand. According to Harvard professor Teresa Amabile, 

these can be broadly categorized as creativity-relevant pro-

cesses and domain-relevant skills. 

Creativity-relevant processes incorporate more intuitive and 

generally applicable ways of thinking that help us generate 

exceptional (read: more creative) solutions. 

Here are some examples of creativity-relevant processes: 

• �looking for solutions that aren’t as obvious to others

• �throwing out old strategies and pursuing new directions

• �appreciating and being comfortable with complexity

• �appreciating and being comfortable with ambiguity

• �refusing to prematurely pass judgment on ideas 

Amabile proposes that those who possess these abilities will find 

use for them regardless of the domain in which they are applied.

Alternatively, domain-relevant skills are also essential for cre-

ative thinking but are not used in every context. Instead, they 

are applied when we are solving problems in our particular 

line of work. For example, knowing how to simplify an equa-

tion is an essential skill for anyone tutoring students in alge-

bra. It’s valuable in that particular domain. However, that skill 

likely wouldn’t be as valuable when writing poetry. Domain-

relevant skills can be acquired via education and include a per-

son’s innate abilities or talents in a particular area.

Motivation
In life, there are many things we don’t enjoy doing. Every-

one knows that. What isn’t always clear, however, is that we 

usually don’t do things particularly well (or at all!) unless we 

We don’t know much at all about how the ideas behind great 
campaigns are developed or how the minds of art directors and 
writers find them.

Advertising is a domain, as are dance, architecture, chemis-

try and engineering. Domain specificity suggests there’s a 

creative process signature to every business. Certainly, we 

see it in ad agencies (on a macro level) as clients, account 

planners, creative teams and other parties interact and fol-

low established protocols to get the work done. More spe-

cifically, we can also observe processes for writing creative 

briefs and preparing pitches. We don’t know much at all, 

however, about how the ideas behind great campaigns are 

developed or how the minds of art directors and writers find 

them. It appears we have more work to do.

What are domain-relevant skills for art directors and writers? 

You could fill another book with all of them! Art directors, 

for starters, need to understand the principles of design and 

layout, appreciate the nuances of typography and know how 

to use the latest software. Writers must love words, know 

how to use (and not abuse) a thesaurus and read more than 

they write. And both of them should bring all the creativity-

relevant processes they’ve got.
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derive a benefit. Whatever that benefit is, it constitutes our 

motivation for performing the task. 

Creative problem solving requires motivation, too, because it’s 

not easy. It will always take less of your time and energy to apply 

someone else’s solution, to employ the algorithm. That’s one of 

the reasons why you often hear creative thinkers talking about 

how much they love their work. That passion for whatever they 

do is a powerful catalyst. It sustains them through periods of dif-

ficulty and frustration. It makes success all the more rewarding.

There are two types of motivation. If you are engaged in a task 

because you find it personally enjoyable and beneficial, that’s 

called intrinsic motivation. It comes from within. This form of 

motivation is clearly linked with your own identity, personal-

ity and interests. If you are purely intrinsically motivated, you 

don’t care what anyone else says or thinks. You’re doing some-

thing because you want to, and that’s reason enough. 

Sometimes, of course, we do things for other reasons. If you 

are engaged in a task because you will derive an external ben-

efit, you are (at least to some degree) responding to extrinsic 

motivation. Extrinsic motivations can take many forms, includ-

ing those that are financial (a paycheck), competitive (a blue 

ribbon) or social (someone else’s approval or favor) in nature. 

Extrinsic motivation is less connected to who we are as people. 

Clearly, it has the power to compel us to do things we don’t 

particularly enjoy or want to do. But it isn’t always a bad thing. 

Sometimes, extrinsic forms of motivation can supply us with 

the extra energy we need to make great achievements. 

The fact is that we are typically motivated by both intrinsic 

and extrinsic forces to think creatively. To ensure the best out-

comes, the trick is to know how to keep your motivations prop-

erly balanced.

What difference can the right motivation make? Consider 

a Major League Baseball star that plays for fifteen seasons 

and makes millions of dollars a year, not counting all of his 

endorsement deals. He started playing the game when he 

was five years old and baseball was always his first love. 

Then one day, unexpectedly, he steps up to the microphone 

in a crowded press room and announces his retirement. “I’m 

just not having fun anymore,” he tells reporters. Just like 

that, his career ends. What happened? He loved baseball. 

But his love of the game (intrinsic motivation) was gradually 

overtaken by something else, perhaps money or fame (extrin-

sic motivation). Creative performance, like athletic perfor-

mance, can also suffer the same fate.

Years ago, it was believed that any extrinsic motivation under-

mined creativity. Today, most scholars agree that extrinsic 

motivation isn’t inherently bad, but it cannot outweigh a per-

son’s intrinsic motivation to engage in a creative task. Intrin-

sic motivation must be primary. But if a product of your own 

creative thinking (a short story, a new gadget, an ad) wins an 

award or someone pays you for it, it’s okay as long as you don’t 

become preoccupied with those rewards.

That’s a liberating idea, given the fact that so many people 

think creatively as part of their job descriptions. It also reminds 

us that creative thinking—engaging one’s creative process—

isn’t just a solitary activity. Remember, the usefulness of an 

idea is part of what makes it creative, and the people around us 

help make that evaluation. Even though the creative process is 

richly experienced on a personal level, creativity is also a decid-

edly social phenomenon.

The Componential Model of Creativity
Teresa Amabile, whom we’ve already cited in this chapter, is a 

pioneer in the development of what she calls a “social psychol-

ogy of creativity.” While she acknowledges the value of study-

ing creative thinking on an individual level, she points out the 

Extrinsic motivation isn’t inherently bad, as long as intrinsic  

motivation is primary.

Passion sustains creative thinkers through periods  
of difficulty and frustration.
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lack of research examining social influences on creative perfor-

mance. Workplace and school environments where creativity is 

valued, she argues, can make changes that will help people be 

more creatively productive.

Amabile’s work, however, effectively bridges the gap between 

the scholarship on personal creativity and how it operates in 

social contexts. Her own Componential Model of Creativity 

proposes that three factors are necessary for creativity to occur 

in any domain (a social environment):

1. domain-relevant skills

2. creativity-relevant processes

3. intrinsic motivation for the task

We’ve already described each of these components and the 

importance of each to creative productivity should be clear. 

You’ll note, however, that extrinsic motivation is not listed here 

as a necessary factor. The reason, of course, is because it sim-

ply can’t be the primary motivation for creative performance. 

Extrinsic motivators may be everywhere in businesses and 

schools, but creativity can happen without them. Intrinsic moti-

vation is what’s essential.

Understanding Advertising Creativity

As we’ve noted, creativity is relatively new as a topic in psy-

chological research. Additionally, the teaching and study of 

advertising as an academic discipline didn’t really begin until 

the 1970s. Given those circumstances, our understanding of 

advertising creativity is still developing. Because it’s difficult 

to observe the creative process itself, most advertising schol-

ars interested in this area have conducted research dealing 

with related topics. Take a look at the subjects of some of the 

most cited research papers in our field relating to creativity:

• �defining the creative concept

• �risk and creativity

• �external evaluations and self-perceptions of creativity

• �effects of training on idea-generation

• �motivation for creative hobbies

• �managerial control of creativity

• �creative directors’ views on education

• �teaching creativity in the undergraduate curriculum

The existing research offers some wonderful insights and 

represents a broad curiosity about advertising creativity, how 

it operates, how it is facilitated and how it can be taught. 

However, we need to do more research that will offer a clear-

er understanding of the cognitive (read: thinking) dimension. 

How does the creative process look in the domain of advertis-

ing? How do our creative professionals develop ideas? These 

are important questions that remain largely unanswered.

Setting a New Agenda
For years now, we’ve been inspired by a 1995 study by 

Arthur J. Kover, emeritus professor of marketing at Fordham 

If a product of your own creative thinking wins an award or 
someone pays you for it, it’s okay as long as you don’t become 
preoccupied with those rewards.

Students sometimes ask how they can know for sure that 

advertising is the right career for them. Based on our own 

experience and what our former students tell us, here’s 

the answer: Advertising is right for you if you believe solv-

ing problems with words and images and art and culture 

sounds like fascinating work that will make you happy. 

What’s the message? First, happiness matters. Loving what 

you do makes your whole life better (intrinsic motivation is 

primary). Second, this business isn’t for everyone. Most ad 

folks work ridiculously long hours and don’t make a lot of 

money or get a lot of glory (extrinsic motivation is second-

ary). It’s tough to be creative every day, on demand, to make 

someone else rich. If you’re doing this kind of work, you’d 

better be having fun doing it!
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The Mastery Model of the creative process.

University. Kover conducted in-depth interviews with four-

teen professional advertising writers and asked them to talk 

about their creative process. This was groundbreaking work. 

Many of Kover’s colleagues didn’t believe that the subjects 

of his study would be able to express their process in words 

and others questioned whether or not there was an actual 

process involved with their work in the first place. In spite of 

these warnings, the study proceeded and it yielded fascinat-

ing results. The writers whom Kover interviewed were quite 

capable of discussing their creative process and did so with 

great insight and detail. These professionals were thought-

ful and reflective about their work. They seemed to possess a 

keen understanding of their own minds. They held what Kover 

called “implicit theories” (personal theories about how they 

did their work), and many of these were similar across inter-

views. Insights derived from this exploratory study immediate-

ly began to reshape our understanding of and appreciation for 

a creative process adapted to our industry. Kover’s work also 

taught us that, in fact, one can observe and analyze thinking 

via the collection of first-person, retrospective accounts. He 

started the methodological ball rolling.

New Models of the Creative Process in Advertising
Emboldened by the knowledge that creative thinking could 

be studied in this manner, a new study was launched, this 

time focusing on advertising students learning to become art 

directors and writers. Glenn Griffin (co-author of this book) 

wanted to know more about these students’ creative process 

and whether or not their training influenced any change in 

that process. 

In this study, forty-four students at two different universities 

were each asked to create an ad and to be interviewed two 

weeks later with their finished ad in hand. During the one-on-

one interview sessions, each student was asked to recount the 

experience of creating the ad. As Kover had already discovered 

among the professionals who participated in his study, the 

students were remarkably insightful, articulate and detailed in 

their descriptions of the process they engaged in to develop 

the ad. Griffin also observed broad similarities across the stu-

dents’ narratives, which would prove helpful in characterizing 

the shared elements of their process.

Half of the students interviewed were classified as “begin-

ners” (they had just started their training), and the other half 

were considered “advanced” (they were preparing to gradu-

ate). Because the interviews were conducted with students 

at different stages in their training, their descriptions of cre-

ative process would be compared and any important differ-

ences analyzed.

The findings of Griffin’s study, published in the Journal of 

Advertising, offered strong evidence that the students’ cre-

ative process was meaningfully changed as a result of their 

training, supporting the idea that creative ability can be nur-

tured and developed. Two new models of the creative process, 

as experienced by advertising students, were also proposed: 

The Performance Model (the creative process at the “begin-

ner” level) and the Mastery Model (the creative process at the 

“advanced” level).

As beginners, aspiring art directors and writers think of them-

selves as problem solvers. They like to be given a problem and 

immediately begin working on solutions. They’re learning to 

use thinking tools as a way to be more mentally productive, 

but they know and use only a few of them. They make notes 

and may scribble drawings while thinking—an activity we call 

“mindscribing.” However, they’re likely to record only those 

ideas that they consider potentially viable. “Bad” ideas are typ-

ically not written down. The beginners’ creative perspective is 

rooted in advertising. They see themselves as “makers of ads” 

and their solutions (the ads they create) tend to look and sound 

like advertising we’ve all seen before.

In contrast to their less experienced counterparts, advanced 

students are far less likely to accept a problem as it is present-

ed to them. Instead, they prefer to think about a problem for 

a while and often decide to redefine the existing problem or 

find a new one that confronts the client. As they approach the 

end of their training, advanced students have learned many 

thinking tools and are more experienced and extensive users 

of them. They’ve also come to understand which tools are 

most useful to them as individuals. They make lots of notes in 

The Performance Model of the creative process.
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their journals while thinking; their mindscribing is unfiltered. 

Notes and sketches are made without prejudgment of their via-

bility. The advanced students see themselves as “idea people,” 

and they are typically more concerned about the creative qual-

ity of an idea than how it will translate into an ad. The idea, 

instead of the ad, is considered the most important product of 

thinking. However, once the ad is created, it tends to reflect a 

more original approach than that of a beginner.

The Performance and Mastery Models, in addition to identify-

ing key dimensions of the advertising creative process as it is 

developed, raise the following points:

1. �It appears that advertising students, over the course of 

training, are encouraged to become critical thinkers and 

to make sure that the problem presented to them is the 

most important one to solve.

2. �The acquisition of thinking tools is an important factor in 

the development of an advertising student’s creative pro-

cess. Individuals test these tools and decide which are 

the most productive for them.

3. �Advertising students learn to stop prejudging their own 

ideas during the process and keep better notes over 

time. They come to understand that a viable idea can 

live anywhere.

4. �With experience, advertising students begin to consider 

the discovery of a great idea (instead of a finished ad) as 

their ultimate goal. Translation of that idea into an ad is 

a secondary goal.

Of course, no theoretical model will offer a complete picture 

of the phenomenon it’s intended to describe. However, under-

standing more about how art directors and writers develop 

their process is helpful if we intend to study the creative pro-

cess of their professional counterparts.

Where We’ve Been  
and Where We’re Going

Creativity can be magical, but it isn’t magic. It’s a method for 

finding solutions to problems—solutions that reveal our ability 

to adapt and advance as human beings. And here’s the best 

part: Everyone has the potential to be creative.

People are still learning about the creative process. There’s 

general agreement about how it works in stages and that 

it operates at both individual and social levels. The process 

can look different depending on the domain (or line of work) 

where it happens. Creativity is an act of will that is fueled by 

passion. It isn’t the easiest topic to study. But creative think-

ers among us, true to form, are finding ways to tackle it.

The creative process is so crucial to everything we do in adver-

tising (as educators and professionals), but we spend far more 

time looking at ads than we do thinking about how they were 

born. We know a little bit about how our students access and 

develop their creativity because that’s where we live. Our next 

step is to tap the brains of creative pros who do this work and 

to learn from them. They have so much to share with us.

We’re glad you’re interested in joining us on this journey. 

Let’s get started.
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David Kennedy
Co-Founder/Creative Director, Wieden+Kennedy (Portland, Oregon)

I
n the advertising business, Wieden+Kennedy is often 

referred to as W+K. But from time to time, agency co-

founder David Kennedy likes to wear his own custom silk-

screened, black T-shirt that reads “K+W.”

Founded in 1982, Wieden+Kennedy now has offices in Portland, 

New York, London, Amsterdam, Shanghai, Tokyo and New 

Delhi. Their client list includes Nike, Coca-Cola, Miller Brewing 

Company, Nokia, Starbucks, Honda, ESPN, Ivory, Old Spice and 

Target. But no matter how big and how successful the agency 

becomes, at its core is the inspiration and example of the wise, 

funny, irreverent and fundamentally kind David Kennedy.

David is one of the most famous and honored ad men in his-

tory. He is a hall of fame laureate at both the Art Directors 

Club of New York and The One Club for Art & Copy. He’s won 

Gold, Silver and Bronze Lions at the Cannes Film Festival, 

and his work is in the permanent collection of the Museum of 

Modern Art.

For the past fifteen years, David has supervised work for 

W+K’s primary pro bono account, the American Indian College 

Fund (AICF). The agency has created and placed many mil-

lions of dollars worth of public service print and television ads 

for the thirty-seven tribal colleges supported by AICF.
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Process
“I did not have a formal education in design, graphics or adver-

tising. I was a fine art student—metal sculpture and printmak-

ing—very physical stuff. Design sort of bubbled to the surface 

for me. I began in this business as an unschooled, inexperi-

enced apprentice/messenger boy. I was hired only because I 

could draw. But I learned through osmosis. 

“I always was, and continue to be, influenced by my heroes. 

Probably the biggest design influence on me was Push Pin 

Studios: Milton Glaser, Seymour Chwast and Paul Davis. I will 

forever be in awe of their work. They changed the world of illus-

tration at the same time Bill Bernbach was changing the world 

of advertising. These are the people that seduced me into this 

business. To paraphrase Helmut Krone, all of these men helped 

elevate advertising to an art, and our jobs to a profession.

“Once I had the responsibility of tending a Lakota Sundance 

fire (a sacred Native American ceremony) for four nights. It 

occurred to me that being a creative director is similar. You 

have to feed the team with information, background and enthu-

siasm. You have to fan the flames with encouragement, fear, 

indifference… whatever works. But you have to let them rumi-

nate and discover their own solutions.

“A good creative partnership is much like a marriage. Wieden+ 

Kennedy’s early success was largely due to the fact that Wie-

den and I were strong family men (Dan has four kids and I have 

five). We understand that people have to depend on and respect 

each other to live together successfully, whether in a home or 

at an office. Leo Burnett once said to me, ‘You know, David, my 

inventory goes down the elevator every day at five o’clock.’ I 

have never forgotten those words. At Wieden+Kennedy, our 

secret has been to hire people better than we are and to get the 

hell out of their way. We wanted to create a place where people 

could simply realize their potential.

“The one constant in my creative process is the hope, the prayer, 

the chance that I will feel the crack of the bat once more and 

watch the hide fly off the fucking ball as it heads for the right-

field fence.

“However, if any of my own children had wanted to follow in 

my footsteps and become an advertising art director, I would 

have broken their thumbs.”

—David Kennedy

Partner
“David Kennedy stood there in my office doorway wearing a 

three-piece pin-striped suit. It was the first time I ever laid 

eyes on him and the last time I ever saw him in that suit. After 

we started working together, he must’ve burned it or given it 

to Goodwill, because for the rest of his working life, with only 

two or three minor exceptions, this man wore Levi’s and a blue 

work shirt. Period. 

“‘It simplifies things,’ he said.

“Simplifying the man is a bit more difficult. There are so many 

facets to Kennedy, arranged in no particular order, that you 

cannot get a complete picture of him even after twenty-five 

years’ exposure. 

“He is completely centered, yet a mass of contradictions.  

In that rat’s nest he called an office, the space was filled  

with old photos, flags, buffalo skulls, woodblock letters and 

other artifacts. 

“We were walking back from lunch one day, trying desper-

ately to find our way out of a business crisis. I was doing my 

damnedest to articulate an issue, break it down. Along the 

way, Kennedy listened, challenged, took another line of attack 

and then abruptly yelled, ‘Jesus, Wieden, look!’

« “All Feet” magazine ad

Agency: Wieden+Kennedy, Portland, Oregon 

Art Director: David Kennedy  Writer: Dan 

Wieden  Illustrator: Daniel Maffia  Client: Nike
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“There, under a tree growing out of the sidewalk, was a scrap 

of paper with an image I couldn’t quite make out. He bent over, 

picked it up, brushed off the grime and flattened it out.

“‘Isn’t that beautiful?’ He gave his classic half-laugh and looked 

at me with a raised eyebrow, bringing me back to the present 

moment and that piece of flotsam back to the office.

“He is addicted to beauty. He can’t leave it alone. It is this 

obsession with craftsmanship—coupled with his startling 

conceptual talent—that has guided Wieden+Kennedy from the 

backwoods of Oregon out onto the international stage.

“I owe him everything. 

“His Indian name is Wichasha Owayakepi Chunta, which is 

Lakota for He Who Sees the World With His Heart.

“He has contributed so much to this industry, so much to our 

agency. But of all the things he has given me, and they are 

many, the most enduring are those three simple words: 

“‘Jesus, Wieden, look.’”

—Dan Wieden, Co-Founder/Creative  

Director, Wieden+Kennedy

insights from the process canvas

Even the most accomplished creative people have heroes, 

others whose work inspires and pushes them to be better.

The creative process is both highly serendipitous and 

fraught with the potential for mistakes and even failure. 

Understanding this and learning from it is key.

» “On the Rez” magazine ad

Tagline: Educating the mind and spirit.  Agency: 

Wieden+Kennedy, Portland, Oregon  Executive 

Creative Director: Dan Wieden  Creative Director: 

David Kennedy  Art Director: Patty Fogarty 

Writer: Will Ulbricht  Client: American Indian 

College Fund

 ˆ̂ “Think Indian” TV spot

Agency: Wieden+Kennedy, Portland, Oregon 

Creative Directors: Dan Wieden, David Kennedy 

Executive Creative Directors: Mark Fitzloff, 

Susan Hoffman  Art Director: Patty Fogarty 

Writers: Justin “Scrappers” Morrison, Patty 

Fogarty  Client: American Indian College Fund




