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CONNECTING STRATEGY TO CREATIVE
HOW TO USE TRADITIONAL QUESTIONS IN MORE 
SOPHISTIC ATED WAYS

Our objective in marketing is to get customers to behave in ways that suit our
purpose and theirs. Simple.

The challenge is that there are a million other companies trying to do the same
thing, making the situation competitive. As a result, all the techniques that have
been successful in the past might not work in the future. Marketing professionals
must innovate constantly to develop techniques that are more effective than
those used by everyone else just to stay in the game.

But a serious problem exists in the discipline of marketing. The methodologies
that we customarily use are out of date. Most were pioneered before the 
1960’s, par ticularly the method of developing objectives, strategies, and using
demographics, psychographics, media plans and research. Developed at a time
when broadcast media was new and dramatically powerful, as long as you had a
half-decent product, clear objectives, good planning, a sound strategy, and an 
on-air commercial that was OK, sales would climb and you would get a positive
return on money invested.

The traditional process emphasized the thinking part – “planning” and “managing.”
The part of the process that dealt with formulating the communications was
known as “creative development.”Treated as a troublesome detail, it was tacked
on at the end. After devising the strategy, marketing executives would brief the
agency team and eventually, after an appropriate time, cast judgment on the result.
It was usual, and still is, that during this last short phase prior to “sign-off ” and
“production,” there was much heated discussion, including cajoling, strategic 
rationalization, excitement, disappointment, anger, frustration and deep sense of
trepidation that the result might be a dud – a very public one at that.

The process was oddly out of balance because the TV commercial was the 
critical aspect. The customer wound up seeing the “creative” not the “objectives”
or any other aspects of the “strategy.”

The process is even more out of balance today because you cannot depend 
on a single TV spot to make or break your year. These days you need a seamless
blend of effective packaging, in-store presentation, sales and service, Internet
presence, media buzz, and so on. It is the complete ongoing assemblage of 
marketing deliverables that defines the customer’s perspective.
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The problem is that traditional marketing emphasizes the logical side of manage-
ment – the “strategy,” and not the side of the process the customer actually
experiences. Sound strategies are as necessary as ever, but the more crucial
aspect is their expression, which defines the brand in the consumer’s mind.

The focus of the entire process should be what the customer experiences – that
is, on the sensory aspects of the marketing deliverables, which is what they see,
hear, touch and taste. It is only by making the customer feel the way you want
them to feel, that they will act in the way that suits our shared purpose.

Communications have to make your customer feel the way you
want them to feel otherwise they will not work.

The methodologies
customarily used 
in marketing are
out of date

The traditional process for creating marketing communications is linear and has been devised for
communication programs that depend on broadcast advertising. New methodologies are required
for the creation of sales programs in complex markets where the marketing deliverables are
diverse. These methodologies are known as Total Quality Communications.

Define Objectives

Do “creative”

Execute

Traditional Process Total Quality Communications

Create Sales Programs

Define Brand Focus

Create Sales Offering

Vision Knowledge

Formulate strategy
Product    Price    Promotion    Channels

SalesRefine
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If you have the finest strategy but your communications are a dud – you will fail.
If the customer dislikes what they experience they are unlikely to make a purchase.
The focus of marketing efforts should be on optimizing the customer experience
and not on the traditional preoccupations of marketing planning and theory.

The challenge is acute because customers tend to be fickle and sensitive to
details. Unfor tunately, the traditional models of consumer behavior found in 
marketing textbooks are so far removed from reality they are detrimental to 
the entire process. Traditional ideas about customer behavior, including 
“segmentation,” “attitudes,” “loyalty,” “awareness,” “information” and “learning,”
have been derived from mid-twentieth century psychology. We have become so
indoctrinated with these concepts that it is almost impossible for us to see how
out of step with reality they are.

One of the legacies of psychology is the idea that you can
understand consumer behavior by conducting polls and that the
results become more reliable by studying greater numbers of
people. As a consequence, marketers sometimes believe that
“research” is a reliable means of linking strategy to creative and
managing the creative product. However, this approach is 
seriously flawed. For a detailed discussion see Using Market
Research to Build Successful Brands.*

But modern biological sciences, and in par ticular genetics and
neurophysiology, have given marketers an opportunity to see
traditional techniques in a new light. They have shown that the
traditional metaphors used to understand the mind, including
the idea that the mind is a stimulus-response system that works
like a computer, are completely misleading. We now see that
human behavior is better understood from the perspective of a

sensitivity towards the feelings that all communications engender. Feelings are an
amalgam of immediate physiological state, emotions, linguistics, existing frames of
reference, and rationalizations, all within a social context.

New scientific approaches are rehabilitating this sensitivity towards the totality of
human experience, including the ar ts, religion and social influences – views that
were common in the 1800’s, but swept aside in the 1900’s resulting from a 
fixation with technology and systems. Scientists are star ting to rediscover that
the ar ts and humanities are not peripheral to the human condition.

CONNECTING STRATEGY TO CREATIVE

The traditional
models of 
consumer behavior
found in marketing
textbooks are so
far removed from
reality they are
detrimental to the
entire process

*Document available at www.beakbane.com/diving
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We can now appreciate that the techniques used in the ar ts and humanities are
grounded in logic and the discipline of the crafts. These creative professionals are
expert in making people feel the way they want them to feel, and have been
perfecting their techniques for eons. There is nothing mysterious about the 
techniques – nor easy. Effective communications need to be focused with a clear
hierarchy of attention. They must capture interest and communicate using
metaphor, narrative and design, and they must do it as coherently as possible.

The marketing executive and agency creative personnel need to employ these
techniques to ensure that the customer experience is optimized. The same 
techniques apply to all marketing deliverables, including product and package
design, content of brochures, structure of sales encounters, content of press
releases, online presence, incentives, promotions, as well as the adver tising 
messages. Managing all this properly requires extraordinary skills and acutely
tuned proficiency in making decisions. This subject is discussed in How to Evaluate
Communications.*

The traditional questions, “Does the communication meet the brief ” and “Is the
communication on strategy?” are useful star ting points, but they should be used
carefully since they have become too clumsy for today’s competitive market.

The following discusses ways to use these questions in more innovative ways –
ways that address the realities of businesses and organizations, and the 
sensitivities of customers.

First, let us look at the process. How important is it?  

*Document available at www.beakbane.com/diving
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The task of producing effective marketing communications is extremely 
challenging so it helps to star t out with a clear sense of purpose. A key question
is, should you focus on keeping your boss happy or should you focus on the 
end result?

To put it another way, should you take into account the likes and
dislikes of everyone in your organization or should you concentrate
solely on the effect the communication will have on the consumer? 

In traditional ways of thinking the answer is straightforward: create
strategies and communications that are judged solely by their effect
on the consumer.This approach makes the process of creating 
communications easier.The creative team avoids having to react to
the sometimes-erratic opinions of senior managers and distributors.

One of the ways to achieve this is to use “strategy” as the anchor.
Strategy is defined through a process of logic and deduction, so if someone 
disagrees with the “creative,” you can counter simply by stating that it is “on
strategy.”This puts you in a strong position since you can recount the same logic
that you used to generate the strategy.

However, this is an overly simplistic approach. The same arguments can be used
to defend creative no matter how terrible it is. You are left with the dilemma 
of differentiating between the valid comments of managers and those that are
personal foibles.

The approach that the creative should be judged in the light of its effect on the
consumer might be convenient, but it ignores the dynamics of the organization,
which are a necessary component for the achievement of success. The behavior
of people within the organization affects how well programs are executed.

It is necessary to take into account that the personnel who make up the chain
between the producer and final user of the product determine the level of sales.

HOW IMPORTANT IS THE PROCESS OF 
CREATING MARKETING DELIVERABLES?

The dynamics of
the organization
are a necessary
component for
the achievement
of success
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This “chain of satisfaction” that takes in distributors, retailers and service 
personnel, and ends with the consumer, each in their social context, is critical to
the process of sales and repeat sales. Sales are the lifeblood of companies, not
some quasi-scientific measure of “brand value” and “consumer awareness.”

A more inclusive way of approaching the challenge of creating effective 
marketing programs is to recognize that the opinions of those in the satisfaction
chain have to be accounted for at the star t. As the process moves forward, the
communications should be judged for their effectiveness against the target.

When it comes to the effectiveness of the communications, there is no room for
fuzzy thinking or compromise. Communications are optimized when there is a
clear focus and engaging narrative, not when treated as a corporate device for
disseminating information.

The process of achieving buy-in within the organization is key to achieving 
success as it ensures commitment to the initiative, and as a result becomes more
effective. Knowing how to justify creative approaches using disciplined argument
and logic helps defend against arbitrary attacks from those who do not 
understand the makeup of effective communication.

The process of getting input and listening to the positions of key personnel in
the chain of satisfaction, and knowing how to adjust communications at each
stage for effectiveness is key. The challenge is knowing when to genuinely listen
and react to input and when to stick to your guns because you are confident in
your position and have leveraged the skills of experts.
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In theory, the first question you should ask when evaluating communications is:
“Does it meet the brief ?” This is an essential question because the briefing 
document defines the objectives and the timelines anchoring the entire process.
The brief is the contract that helps the client-agency relationship stay on track
and, as the process develops, helps aver t “feature creep,” meaning that the scope
of the project and the costs remain under control.

The process of coming up with new sales and new markets, however, is by 
definition creative. You create ideas and new techniques that were unanticipated
and previously undefined. The magic of the creative process is in finding new
ways to solve old problems while discovering new opportunities never envisaged
at the outset. If you tie yourself to an unimaginative brief, you are unlikely to 
discover anything new and you will never achieve inspiring breakthroughs.

The brief * is the star ting point but it should not be suffocating. For
this to be practical, an established and trusting relationship must
exist between client and agency. The briefing meeting should be
par t of the creative process, an occasion for par ticipants to
become excited by the vision, to get potential issues on the table,
and to challenge each other. The session works best when all 
par ties are knowledgeable, well prepared and have an in-depth
understanding of the company, products, market and channels of
distribution.

Set benchmarks at the star t so everyone has a clear idea of what
constitutes desirable performance. As you go through the process
of creating marketing programs make sure that you not only meet

basic criteria, but more importantly, see the positives in what has been created
and build on them.To make the process work you have to be open-minded, with
a collaborative and constructive mindset. Note the positives and add to them,
rather than the more traditional approach of directing and making decisions.

Creativity is needed throughout the process, par ticularly at the star t. It is a 
quirk of marketing history that the creative par t of the process comes at the 
end – after the objectives and the strategy have been defined. The setting of
“objectives” is viewed as logical rather than creative. In reality, the most creative
par t of the process happens at the star t when the vision is first conceived.

EVALUATING COMMUNIC ATIONS AND THE BRIEF

Set benchmarks 
at the start so
everyone has a
clear idea of 
what constitutes
desirable 
performance

*See: Preparing the Perfect Communications Brief at www.beakbane.com/diving



10

Similarly, the development of the “strategy” is arrived at, not through logical,
deductive thinking but from the imagination. The best strategies are original and
conceived through creative thinking.

Ironically, the development of “creative” should be the least creative par t of the
process. The communications themselves should be arrived at through careful
consideration of consumer needs, corporate abilities, product attributes and
competitive position, including an assessment of what has and has not worked in
the past. It should build off what has already been created to represent the
brand and done in fresh and convincing ways. Blue-sky creativity is less 
valuable than the well-worn skills of writers and ar tists who know how to craft 
aesthetically pleasing and informative communications.
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Define clear, single-minded objectives and go after them purposefully. You have to
create marketing communications for well-defined, measurable business reasons –
anything less would be amateur.

However, defining objectives is not easy. It is a highly creative act that carries with
it an opportunity for leadership and nuance. When defining objectives, what
might appear to be single-mindedness can be oversimplification.

Recognize that there are different levels of objectives and they all have to work
together. Three key objectives are corporate, marketing, and desired response.
While they need to be aligned, sometimes they are quite different.

The first are corporate objectives; for instance, to achieve sales of 
$100 million with an EBT of $10 million in three years. In broad terms, it is 
useful to have everyone working to achieve the same objectives. Sometimes,
however, it is useful to present the objectives differently to different people.

In some cases it is better not to publicize the corporate objectives – say if they
are overly audacious. If they are, they should be broken down into more 
manageable chunks that team members can relate to. It is analogous to getting a
team to the top of a mountain. If your objective was to get to the top of
Everest, it would be more realistic to have the team focus on climbing Mount
Washington first, so they will not become demotivated when they encounter
normal adversities.

Marketing objectives are different than corporate objectives; they are subtler
and longer-term. A key objective of all marketing communications is to define the
way a product is viewed and create vocabulary for everyone involved in selling
and using the product. The objective of an adver tisement, for instance, might not
be just to increase sales, but instead be to define suitable “positioning” for the
product. It might be to create metaphors and narratives to help salespeople
explain and sell the product.

Imagine trying to sell a new video-conferencing service; you can describe the
benefits, but if the target audience has had negative experiences with 
video-conferencing products, regardless of the pitch, it will not be persuasive.
Instead, if you reposition the service as “video-meetings,” prospects will better
understand the benefits and see it as a way to form tighter relationships with
major customers located too far away for face-to-face meetings. The narrative
might star t with issues that potential customers have experienced with 
older “video-conferencing” products and go on to explain the differences of
“video-meetings.” Initially the terminology might sound strange, but over time
catches on and helps define the product.

DEF INING OBJECTIVES
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Another marketing objective could provide a rationalization the consumer can
use to justify a purchase after they have acquired the product. For instance, if
someone has bought a diamond ring, to be continually reminded that, “a 
diamond is forever,” is affirming. It also dissuades the owner from selling it and
depressing market prices. Over the last six decades De Beers has been successful
at fulfilling this marketing objective.

The third type of objective defines what you want the target to do or think
when they see the communication. It is the desired response. Be modest in
your expectations because people are rarely galvanized to action by a single
message. Nonetheless, defining the desired response up-front is essential. If you
want the target to take a specific action, like picking up the phone and calling, or
logging onto your web site, ensure that the “call to action” is clear and the
actions expected are convenient.

The desired response might be one of attitude adjustment – that is, for the 
target to experience a brief “uh huh” and smile.
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The classical way of formulating strategy is to make plans that anticipate the
moves of competitors. But it can be disconcerting to drive a business while 
worrying about what competitors might or might not be planning. Often, it is
more beneficial to focus on the needs of the customer and anticipate their
changing situation. A better question than “Are the communications on strategy?”
is “Are the communications anticipating the future needs of my customer?” If a 
company stays in touch with customers’ evolving needs, the relationship is more
likely to remain strong.

The most fundamental requirement of marketing communications is to enable
the company to book more sales – tomorrow.The causal linkage between 
communications and revenue generating sales is critical. You should always ask
this question: “If we spend this money on marketing communications, how exactly
will it generate incremental revenue?” To generate sales the company needs to sign
orders, so it is essential that the sales force be able to gain leverage with buyers
by using the communications initiative. This critical aspect of strategy is often
completely overlooked.

For all the talk about “strategy” and the need to outwit the competition, it falls
short of addressing the communication deliverables that the customer actually
sees and experiences. It is the product itself, the service, the packaging, web site,
brochures, and so on that define the brand. The “strategy” is merely a manage-
ment document – the deliverables are vastly more important and are critical to
making the sale.

The criteria for evaluating deliverables are not well understood because they
involve aesthetics and skills of creative ar tists, and customarily have been viewed
as outside the domain of logic. Managers have a tough time managing this side of
business because they are not trained to understand the ar ts from a logical
standpoint, or manage creative professionals and value their skills.

I S  IT STRATEGIC?
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After clearly defining the objectives of marketing communications, the next question
is usually whom to target. Figuring out the target market is considered Marketing
101. And here is the problem: much that is taught about targeting is misguided.

Target markets were traditionally based on demographics and psychographics.
Grape juice, for instance, should be targeted at urban mothers 24-38 years old with
young children, who want to give their loved ones something healthier than pop.

The problem with this approach is that it excludes people who could be persuaded
to buy a lot of grape juice. Adults who want to benefit from the same health 
effects as red wine without the alcohol, for example. This potential market is older
and skews male. So it might be better not to define the target, but instead 
concentrate on communicating the benefit of the product in a compelling way.
Whether the target is male or female, 24 years old or 60 years old, they all want a
tasty, healthy drink.

The power of effective communications is that they communicate 
irrespective of the demographics of the target. Evocative communications
can transport everyone, in their imagination, to a different time and place.
When you read a novel or see a movie you can identify with characters
and their problems, even if they are in the realms of fantasy. Tolkien can
transport us to magical kingdoms so we can feel the same way Frodo
Baggins does when he meets Gandalf – even though we are not Hobbits.

There has been a preoccupation with targeting because marketers want
their communications to be seen by large numbers to generate widespread
“brand awareness,” which supposedly translates into purchase. But no one
has ever managed to show a causal link between awareness and purchase.
Behavior depends more on circumstance. At a specific moment in time if
someone needs a product they are more likely to buy it, especially if they
have seen communications that help them visualize the benefit.

Psychographic profiling is a popular technique but most of the time of little
practical use. People’s behavior does not result from characterizations of
personality or from their “values.” It is tempting to group consumers into

categories related to values and attitudes, such as “principle oriented,” “status 
oriented” and “action oriented,” but these typologies have never demonstrated any
scientific validity; in fact, they originate from astrology.

I S  IT ON TARGET?

Rather than
targeting
hypothetical
groupings of
personality
types it is far
more useful 
to segment
the consumer
based on
behavior



15

Rather than using hypothetical groupings of personality types it is far more useful
to segment the consumer based on behavior, especially if you can figure out ways
to target communications directly to them. If someone has just purchased icing
sugar, the time is right to try and sell them cake decorations.

While it is interesting to know that cake bakers tend to have introverting-sensing-
feeling-judging personalities, this ignores that many cake bakers do not fit 
the stereotype. Some, for instance, might bake on weekends with their nieces 
while during the week they are aggressive extrovert-thinking, action-oriented
corporate lawyers.

People’s “attitudes” are not static; they change from minute to minute and occa-
sion to occasion. It is more valuable to target adver tising to where it will be seen
and the condition of the target at that time. Will they be tired? Will they be
looking for convenience? What will be distracting them at that specific time? If
you can show an understanding of their situation at the moment they need your
product, you are more likely to connect with them and make a sale.

In nearly every instance information about “personality traits” and “values” is 
useless. There is no way to communicate with any one typology without reaching
all the others at the same time. It is more useful to target individuals who bake a
lot, or individuals who read Ladies’ Home Journal. The environment of the 
communication is more important to take into consideration when conceiving
the communications than the characteristics of the person who is the target.

Much has been written about splitting markets into other categories like 
“fence-sitters” and “loyal” consumers, but it is only useful if you can figure out
how to target these consumers preferentially, and even then, the benefits are
more theoretical than real.
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A common perception is that products are bought from companies, not people.
But that is convenient shorthand because in reality people are involved. When
you buy a Coke, you do not buy it from Coca-Cola, you buy it from a store or a
bar and in each case people comprise these organizations.

When products are purchased it is useful to recognize the chain of people 
necessary to make the transaction happen. After the product is manufactured,
there are salespeople, dispatchers, truckers and receivers. Store personnel 
load it onto shelves, at which point the consumer buys it and then shares it with
their family. If any link in the chain is dysfunctional it will affect sales adversely.

Analyze which of the links is most critical and focus your resources there. In
many product areas, it is not the consumer who is the step that determines sales
rates, it is the trade and distributors. In some cases, adver tising and promotions
should be targeted at the distributors – but only indirectly – as their concern is
their sales.

Targeting communications at the trade is best done through 
targeting their customers. This is nothing new. In the1890’s, Asa
Candler who commercialized Coca-Cola and used advertising to
lessen the skepticism of soda fountain owners, reported spending
“considerable sums in territory which has not yet yielded any
returns.”The purpose of the advertising was not to persuade the

consumer to buy Coke, but to persuade retailers they should install Coke 
fountains lest their customers go to their competitors.

At each step it is critical to understand the social situation. When the consumer
buys the product it is done so in the light of how the situation will be perceived
by others. How do the players see themselves in relation to their colleagues 
and those in authority? Understanding social dynamics takes sensitivity because
consumers are reluctant to acknowledge that their actions are strongly influenced
by what they feel other people think.

WHAT IS THE SOCIAL CONTEXT?

Understanding
social dynamics
takes sensitivity

The chain of satisfaction
The ultimate objective should be to communicate single-mindedly with the individual who has
greatest influence and constitutes the rate-determining step. It is also necessary to recognize
the realities of the process, in particular the social context of each individual.

Agency

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Marketing
Department Salesforce Retailers and 

Distributors UserPurchaser
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When an agency presents an item of marketing communications and insists it is
“creative,” what do they mean?

Who can tell? It could mean that the communications are
humorous; it could mean they are enter taining; it could mean
there is an unusual juxtaposition of elements; and it could
mean they are unusual in the same way that Picasso painted
in a cubist style unlike the work of any other ar tist at the
time.The problem is no one has ever managed to define
what “creative” means.

Curiously, creativity has not always been highly venerated in
marketing. In the early days of marketing, creativity was never thought to be 
significant; it was merely a necessary part of the process. In the 1960’s Bill
Bernbach promoted creativity as a valuable attribute of communications, and the
concept caught on because there was a far-reaching backlash against postwar 
conformism.The concept gained scientific cachet when Abraham Maslow included
“self-actualization” at the topmost spot on his hierarchy of needs. Creativity
became a desirable trait in individuals, the arts, and of course, advertising.

Bernbach used the concept to discredit the supposedly scientific methods that had
caught on in the 1950’s. Rosser Reeves, in particular, was achieving great success 
by pounding home a “unique selling proposition.” Over time, the craft skills of 
communications that were obvious to Bernbach have been de-emphasized. He
himself was a practiced journalist and a brilliant writer, so he used “creativity” to
add spark to a writing style that was solid. His perspective was one of craft first,
creativity second.

The danger with venerating creativity is that it overlooks the key requirement 
of effective communications – branding needs to be consistent. A brand should
have a look and feel that is absolutely expected.That does not mean communica-
tions need to be predictable and boring. On the contrary, communications should
convey fresh news, but in a way that is reassuringly familiar. Like a conversation
with an old friend, familiarity is the essence of the appeal.

Creativity is a necessary par t of the process. It is not a sound method of judging
the outcome.

IS  IT “CREATIVE”?

Venerating creativity
overlooks the key
requirement that
branding needs to 
be consistent
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The process of developing and judging marketing communications is critical to
the success of companies and the development of valuable brands. It is an
extremely demanding and high-skill business because what worked yesterday may
not work tomorrow. Customers are always changing and competitors are always
angling to displace you.

Traditional methodologies are no longer adequate, and just as in manufacturing
new management techniques have been adopted, so too should they be in 
marketing. Much can be learned from the manufacturing industry in terms of
effective processes, par ticularly from the techniques of kaizen, that capitalize on
teamwork, pride, dedication to the task, and personal vir tuosity. The resulting
processes are known as Total Quality Communications.

For fur ther discussion on how to leverage the skills of experts see, How to
Evaluate Communications. For fur ther details on Total Quality Communications
please see case studies at www.beakbane.com or email Tom Beakbane,
tom@beakbane.com

TOTAL QUALITY COMMUNIC ATIONS


