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    For Linus, Julian and Silas. Read this book one day to finally understand what Mom and I do for a living.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION
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Out of Many, One

It’s 7:30 am in Berlin. I make French toast for my three sons, walk them to school, go to the gym, stop for a coffee, and get to my desk around ten. From my apartment in Germany, I run brand strategy, ad campaigns, video production, experiential activations, and partnership programs for various New York clients. For some, I am their entire agency.

There is no account director interpreting client notes. No strategist repackaging the brief. No project manager scheduling a meeting to discuss when to schedule the next meeting. No producer adding three weeks and a 40% markup to a simple edit. There’s me, a laptop, a handful of tools I spend less on than my coffee habit, and a short list of talent I call when a project demands a specialist. That’s the whole operation.

I’ve held executive titles for a decade on Madison Avenue, on Wall Street, and in tech. And I earn more now than I did then. I work fewer hours. We have weekly date nights. I help my kids with their homework. On weekends we explore the local culture or pop over to other European countries. And the creative work is better—not in spite of doing it alone, but because of it.

This was not the plan.

* * *
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I spent two decades inside the machine. I started as a graphic designer at snowboard, surf, and skateboard brands in California, where I designed the products and packaging, directed the campaigns, wrote print ads, animated digital ads, produced trade show booths—I even modeled in catalogs when we didn’t have the budget for anyone else. It never occurred to me that this DIY approach was unusual. I assumed everyone worked this way.

Then I entered the agency world, and I quickly learned that most creative people don’t work this way at all. They work in departments like a relay race of specialties. They wait for the baton. At Vitro in San Diego, I learned the value of strategy and selling ideas before making them. Then I moved to New York. At Saatchi & Saatchi, once the world’s largest ad agency, I learned that the bigger the agency, the more fragmented it becomes. At Jack Morton, I learned how to pitch and how not to pitch. We lost a lot of RFPs thanks to scattered creative thinking and too many slides, too many ideas, too many tactics. We constantly ran out of time in presentations. There was so much work that none of it was memorable.

I learned what happens when you try to transform a 1,200-person PR firm into an integrated agency: the account people revolt. I lasted seven months before leaving for Wasserman as their one-man creative department, which I helped build into a global operation with hundreds of employees. When I joined, we only had one client. I pitched hundreds of proposals while I was there, against the biggest agencies in the world, and we won 72% of the time. Some of those presentations I put together entirely on my own, in as little as 48 hours. An Agency of One—I just didn’t call it that yet.

I was the first global head of branding for Citi, where my main job was to attend meetings with teams around the globe and find ways to keep my agencies busy. I was the first head of brand & creative at Casper, where I got to witness what happens to a beloved company when a PE firm acquires it. I ran marketing at Basecamp, where I wrote and produced the company’s first-ever TV spot in eight weeks from concept to air, won a Webby, and eventually got to the point where my producer and I were writing, producing, editing, and posting one new video every single day. Hundreds of videos. No agencies. Two people.

And somewhere along the way—through all of this—I realized that the most effective, most profitable, most creatively fulfilling version of my career was not the one with the biggest team with the fanciest title. It was the smallest one.

* * *
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This book makes a simple argument: experienced creatives with a broad set of skills, the right tools, and direct access to clients can do the work of an entire traditional agency. Not a watered-down version of it. The real thing. Strategy, creative, production, delivery.

This is not a book about freelancing. Freelancers execute tasks. The engagement is transactional. An Agency of One runs the show. You’re not a pair of hands waiting for someone to hand you a brief. You define the brief, the strategy, the concept, the design, the copy, the presentation, the client relationship, and the distribution of the work. You’re a creative polymath—and now, for the first time in the history of this industry, the tools exist to own the end-to-end creative product.

AI didn’t create this opportunity. The opportunity has been building for years—through the unbundling of agencies, the in-housing movement, the collapse of the old media model, the rise of always-on content, and the growing realization among clients that they’d rather work with one trusted senior person than a rotating cast of junior staff they have to re-educate every quarter. AI just removed the last excuse. Projects that used to require a team of five now require a team of one and a few smart prompts. A client recently asked me to produce a video promoting a major sporting event. Based on the ask, I quoted $40k and three weeks for production. She had $4,000 and one week. I made the video with the help of two AI tools, some existing footage and some stock footage. The client was thrilled. Not because it was “good for AI.” Because it was good.

That’s not the future. That’s last Tuesday.

According to Upwork’s annual Freelance Forward survey, more than 64 million Americans freelanced in 2023—38 percent of the total U.S. workforce, up from 27 percent a decade earlier. The creative industry was at the vanguard of this shift. It has always attracted people who wanted to own their work. The tools have finally caught up with the ambition.

* * *
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I wrote this book for people like me. Seasoned creative professionals—creative directors, brand strategists, art directors, copywriters, creative producers, content leads—who have spent years building skills across multiple disciplines and are ready to put them to work on their own terms. Maybe you’re still at an agency watching the layoffs, the restructures, the AI panic, wondering what comes next. Maybe you’re already freelancing but want to move from being the help to running your own campaigns. Maybe you’re a one-person marketing department inside a company, doing the work of an entire team and thinking, I could do this for myself.

This book is not for those who prefer to “stay in their swim lane.” The lanes are converging, and you either sink or swim. For the big holding companies, this means mega mergers and elevating traditional account management to integrated “account orchestration” and “growth and solutions” roles. And they are consolidating the creative teams beneath them. Conversely, I believe it’s the creatives who should conduct the orchestra. The pace of change is accelerating, and I find it more realistic that a creative person learns how to operate a business than a businessperson learning how to be creative.

Regardless of the approach, the same holds true: the value of the modern creative industry lives in the people who make the work and the people who have the relationships—and increasingly, those are the same person.

What you’ll find in these pages isn’t theory. It’s what I’ve actually done, what’s worked, and what I’ve learned from the things that didn’t. I’ve won Best in Show at The One Show and I’ve lost $100,000 because I didn’t read a contract carefully enough. I interviewed at Casper while I was in Boston filming on set with Google, which was a side gig during my day job at Citi. I’ve competed against the largest agencies and won with a team of two. I’ve opened a coworking space in Williamsburg, sold it, then opened a restaurant in Downtown Brooklyn. I’ve quit an art director role after one day once I realized it was not the job I signed up for, and I’ve been laid off when the founders decided they didn’t need a marketing team. I once worked 48 hours straight with no sleep, and I’ve spent more weekends and seen more sunrises from the office than I wish to admit. Every lesson in this book cost me something.

* * *
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The chapters are short. Think of each one as an essay—a couple of pages, an idea, a story, a takeaway. You can read this book in a weekend, or you can pick it up and open to any chapter when you need it. It’s organized in five parts: the history and forces that created this moment, the model for how a one-person agency actually works, the business mechanics of pricing, clients, and contracts, the craft of doing excellent work efficiently, and the life—what it actually looks and feels like to work this way.

A book I read in 2012 changed how I think about work. It’s called Rework, by Jason Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson, the founders of Basecamp—where I’d eventually end up working a decade later. At the time, I was pulling 70- to 80-hour weeks at Jack Morton, losing pitches we’d poured ourselves into, and I thought that’s just what dedication looked like. Rework argued the opposite: that hustle culture is a sign of broken processes, not commitment. That small teams outperform big ones. That meetings are a tax on productivity. That less is more, literally. Those ideas rewired how I work, and they run through every chapter of this book.

I’m writing this in Europe, six time zones away from my clients, with more freedom and creative satisfaction than I’ve had at any point in a 20-year career. If you’re a creative professional who’s good at what you do and ready for the next creative revolution, this book is the blueprint I wish someone had handed me a decade ago.

Your talent, ambition, and curiosity are everything you need. Let’s do this.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Golden Age

A short history of the advertising agency

The advertising agency was invented by a man who had nothing to do with advertising.

In 1841, a Philadelphia entrepreneur named Volney Palmer started buying bulk newspaper space and reselling it to businesses at a markup. He didn’t write ads. He didn’t design anything. He was a middleman—a broker of blank rectangles. But he called himself an “agent,” and the name stuck.

Within a few decades, these agents realized they could charge more if they actually filled the blank rectangles. So they started writing copy. Then they started hiring artists. Then they started hiring people to manage the artists, and people to manage the people who managed the artists, and before long the modern advertising agency was born—not out of creative ambition, but out of the simple desire to add more services to the invoice.

Keep that origin story in mind. It explains a lot about what came after.

* * *
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The twentieth century was very good to the advertising agency. The explosion of mass media—radio, billboards, television, magazines with national reach—created an enormous, complicated ecosystem that businesses couldn’t navigate alone. You needed specialists. Media buyers who understood rate cards. Copywriters who could write for the ear. Art directors who could compose a magazine spread. Producers who could manage a film shoot. Account managers who could translate between the creative people and the executives writing the checks.

The agency model made sense because the work was
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