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INTRODUCTION

THE INSIGHT MOMENT

The words weren’t working. In 12 hours I was scheduled to stand up in front of Jack Welch and explain to him why General Electric should entrust its entire advertising budget to the nurturing hands of my agency, BBDO, and our cunning theme line, “We make the things that make life good.”

Not exactly the “phrase that pays”—and I knew it.

The year was 1979. Jack Welch wasn’t JACK WELCH yet, legendary CEO, Wall Street darling, coiner of management mantras like “No. 1 or No. 2 or out.” Back then he was a newly minted thirty-nine-year-old vice chairman of GE, one of three men vying mightily for CEO Reginald Jones’s job. A new ad campaign that would consolidate all of GE’s disparate businesses under a single all-embracing thematic umbrella was one of Welch’s ways of setting himself apart from his rivals. The man who could create a new public face for the company could be the man to lead the entire company.

GE had always believed in advertising as an essential tool in its marketing thrust. As far back as the 1950s, GE had sponsored The GE Theater with Ronald Reagan as its host. In the 1960s GE was the sole sponsor of the GE College Bowl, which linked the company with higher education and leading edge technology. But in the 1970s, the era of conglomeration, as GE grew into dozens of individual business units, each with its own advertising strategy, it was hard to picture the company as having an integrated identity. Whatever hold GE had on the public imagination was the equivalent of a utility: safe, boring, unimaginative. (In fact, GE was such an integral part of the average home—just like a utility—that some people mistakenly used to send their electric bills and payments to GE.) Given its history, the company understood the benefits of advertising to establish an image. But it had lost its way temporarily. So, now GE wanted a new persona.

That’s why six weeks earlier Welch had asked for presentations from the two agencies that split GE’s advertising work: my agency, BBDO, and our arch-rival Young & Rubicam. It would be a winner-take-all creative shootout. At stake: $60 million.

I was the BBDO executive in charge of the agency pitch. There was a lot riding on this, and not just because $60 million then is today’s $450 million. Everyone was geared up for battle. GE was in our sights. If we had eggs, we were putting them all in the GE basket.

But as I stared at the tin-eared theme line “We make the things that make life good,” knowing the words weren’t working, I wasn’t panicked. I wasn’t worried. The theme line was the cherry on top of the sundae as far as I was concerned. The reason for my uncharacteristic calm was simple: we were armed with an insight about GE that was irrefutable, irresistible, and (I was sure) unthought of by our rivals at Y & R.

When big companies put their advertising into review, they create a level playing field for all the competitors. They pay them for their efforts (albeit modestly). They arm them with all the market data and consumer research available. They put their top people at the agencies’ disposal for questions. That’s what GE did too. They didn’t see this shoot-out as a pop quiz to establish whether BBDO was better than Y & R. GE was in it for a very good reason: they wanted the best campaign. And like a smart boss, they put all their resources at our disposal.

Three separate creative teams from BBDO fanned out with the same material—and not surprisingly, came back with three different approaches.

The first focused on GE as a consumer appliance company. Even though the consumer sector accounted for only 25 percent of GE’s profits, that’s how most people perceived GE: it made toasters and irons and ovens. The campaign centered around a line from The Lovin’ Spoonful song “Do You Believe in Magic?” and endowed consumer appliances with all manner of life-altering attributes.

The second team’s approach was bolder. The idea was “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” and it promised consumers that the best of GE’s technology was yet to come. Clever, I thought, but positioned a little too far into the future. It suggested a capability that GE did not yet have. An alluring promise, but undeliverable.

The third approach materialized when one of our top creatives, Ted Sann, and I looked at reality. As we sat around and tried to think of what people do in their everyday lives and relate it back to GE, it dawned on us that GE is pervasive. To the untrained eye it appeared to be an amorphous giant that manufactured everything from small appliances to lightbulbs, refrigerators, railroad engines, power turbines, space-age plastics, and nuclear reactors. It had a huge equipment leasing operation. It owned iron ore mines in the Rockies. But as we analyzed this smorgasbord of operating divisions, we began to see this pervasiveness as a plus. No matter what you do in your life, GE is part of it. So, we needed to demonstrate to people that GE is a positive part of their lives.

A problem well stated is a problem half solved because it forces you to stretch for an insight rather than a quick-fix idea. In this case, the insight was asking, “What does GE do to make life better?” Once we posed the right question, the answers came flooding in from everyone on the creative team. GE makes clock radios . . . which wake you up. GE makes ovens . . . which bake the bread you eat. GE makes the lightbulbs . . . that let you read to your children. GE makes the audio equipment . . . that sends your daughters dancing. It makes the engines . . . that bring you home.

We were on such a roll that our senior creative directors Charlie Miesmer and Dennis Berger, both amateur guitar-pickers, set the answers to song: “We wake you to the sun, We make your daughters dance, We bake your bread, We light your way . . .” The only thing missing was a closing theme line. As I say, “We make the things that make life good” wouldn’t cut it.

That’s what was running through my mind as I left the office at 9 P.M., hailed a cab on Madison Avenue, and desultorily gave the cabbie my address. As we honked, bounced, and stalled our way through traffic, a beautiful thing happened. Maybe it was the last pothole, but the theme line, full-blown, popped into my head. “GE . . . We bring good things to life.”

It wasn’t Shakespeare or Yeats, but I knew in my heart that it would ring like poetry to the folks from GE.

By the luck of the draw, the next morning BBDO was chosen to present first. Given the chance to pitch first, I’ll take it. Not only is the audience fresh and attentive, but if your presentation is on the mark, you become a tough act to follow. Everyone’s work has to stand up to yours.

We were so confident of our theme line—and the strategy behind it—that we decided to lead off with it and let it spearhead our entire pitch. We would sink or swim with this one insight: GE is a valuable part of everything in your life. At the conclusion, as the conference room lights slowly went up, we splashed the “We bring good things to life” slogan across all the screens. I kept my eyes pinned on Welch, hoping to spot a thumbs-up or -down in his facial expression. I didn’t know him well at the time—none of us did; he was the new kid on the block and a wild card at that—but I thought I saw stars dancing in his eyes. When he came up to shake my hand, he was fairly cool. “That was pretty good,” he said. “How long would it take you to get these commercials on the air?”

“Six weeks,” I said.

“Can you do it in five?” he asked.

That’s when I was sure we had won the business, even though Y & R had yet to present. Two days later Jack called to confirm what we already guessed. All of GE’s advertising was now ours, and we had five weeks to get something on the air.

I could wax eloquent about our resourcefulness in getting an integrated slate of commercials and print ads into the marketplace in less than forty days. I could slyly mention that winning and keeping the GE account helped my career immensely, securing for me a promotion and an exponential increase in compensation. I could note that the GE win set BBDO on an unprecedented new-business winning streak, including marquee accounts such as FedEx, Frito-Lay, Visa, Mars, HBO, Pizza Hut, Polaroid, and Apple Computers, that left our competitors shaking their heads with envy.

But this is not a book about my career, or BBDO, or for that matter, advertising. You won’t learn how to write persuasive copy here. Or compose a 60-second short story for Michael J. Fox and a can of Diet Pepsi. Or convince Michael Jackson to donate his biggest hit for your client’s commercial. Or stuff three midgets into a tiger costume for a long-forgotten FedEx spot. You won’t get pious lectures about the decline in advertising creativity and the constant vigilance required to maintain standards. Nor will you get sentimental yawnings about advertising’s good old days, before slashed fees and advertising consultants and TiVO machines that skip commercials. You also won’t get any blue-sky musings about the brave new world of interactive advertising, broadband marketing, and so on—any of which may be outmoded between the writing of these words and your reading of them. As I say, this is not a book about advertising.

This is a book about insights in business—how we get them, how we recognize them, how we keep them coming.

Insights as opposed to ideas. There’s a difference. Ideas, valuable though they may be, are a dime-a-dozen in business. That’s certainly the case at ad agencies where ideas (not all of them good, mind you) are the currency of the realm and even the mailroom people spit out ideas as if they were candy from a PEZ dispenser.

Insight is much rarer—and therefore more precious.

In the advertising business, a good idea can inspire a great commercial. But a good insight can fuel a thousand ideas, a thousand commercials. Our GE theme line, “We bring good things to life,” endured for twenty-four years, from 1979 to 2003, during which BBDO created thousands of commercials and print ads for GE. It endured even as Jack Welch, through more than 1,700 acquisitions, dramatically steered the company away from its core manufacturing base into new core areas, such as the financial marketplace (GE Capital) and broadcasting (NBC). The theme line endured even as Jack sold off the venerable low-margin small appliances business of irons and toasters that had become the “face” of General Electric. It endured because its basic underlying truth did not change over the years. At the risk of overstating the value of “We bring good things to life,” I would argue that it was more than just an effective advertising slogan. It also expressed the fundamental rationale for Welch’s company: every business GE goes into must provide a benefit to some consumer constituency, must make people’s lives better. That’s the muscle that grows from a powerful insight.

More than anything else, an insight states a truth that alters how you see the world. In the 1980s, a Nebraska minister named Robert Fulghum delivered a sermon, “All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten,” listing nineteen nuggets of advice that every schoolchild hears, such as: Share everything. Play fair. Don’t hit people. Don’t take things that aren’t yours. Warm cookies and milk are good for you. Take a nap every afternoon. When you go out into the world, watch out for traffic, hold hands, and stick together.

Fulghum summed up by saying, “Take one of these items and extrapolate it into sophisticated adult terms and apply it to your family life or your work or your government or your world and it holds true and clear and firm. Think what a better world it would be if we all—the whole world—had cookies and milk at three o’clock every afternoon and then lay down with our blankets for a nap. Or if all governments had a basic policy to always put things back where they found them and to clean up their own mess.” Fulghum’s insight—that we acquire all the wisdom we need early in life, not later—was so compelling that his parishioners faxed copies of the sermon to friends (this was in 1985, before the Internet), the Reader’s Digest reprinted it, and eventually it became the lead title of a slim volume of other Fulghum sermons that sold more than 11 million copies. It was quite a phenomenon at the time, transforming Fulghum into a mini-industry as author and lecturer. The essay inspired hundreds of parodies, even plays and musicals, two of which made it to Broadway. Google Fulghum’s title on the Web and you’ll find 183,000 listings, the vast majority of them Web sites of psychiatrists, educators, child psychologists, marriage counselors, and family therapists who reprint Fulghum’s 374-word essay in its entirety as if it were their philosophy. But that’s the allure of a powerful insight: the moment you hear it, you can’t see the world in any other way.

Insights come in all shapes and sizes.

Management guru Peter Drucker is hailed and admired as “the man who invented business” largely because of seven decades’ worth of essays on management in more than thirty-five books. But if you pore through Drucker’s books hoping to find a treasure trove of specific ideas and practical advice on how to run a business, you will be sorely disappointed. That’s because Drucker doesn’t traffic in ideas. Insights are his currency, and his books reveal him to be a man who is a virtual insight machine. Drucker won’t tell you how to make a cold call, but he will get you thinking about the implications of cold calls and whether your business is too dependent on them and what that says about how you treat your old customers. Drucker won’t tell you how to fire an unruly employee, but he will get you thinking about the criteria for employees to keep and employees to jettison. His insights usually take the form of Socratic questions that make you look at the world through sharper lenses. When Drucker famously advised a CEO of a big multinational company to ask himself, “If you didn’t own this business now and had a chance to buy it, would you?” he was doing something far more valuable than listing reasons to keep or fold a division. He was teaching the CEO how to think, much like the ancient saying, “Give a man a fish, and he’ll eat for a day. Teach a man to fish, and he’ll eat for a lifetime.” Drucker was helping the CEO see the world from a new perspective—with a rigor and logic that is impossible to refute. The best insights do that.

Insights can arrive in the form of sound bites.

Warren Buffett, the most admired and imitated investor of modern times, is famous for his secretive ways. He never gives away investing ideas, mostly because investors watch his every move. Any Buffett pronouncement has the potential to move markets—and erase a little bit of his edge. If you study his much-quoted letters to Berkshire Hathaway shareholders, which he has been writing since 1971, you will be amazed at the paucity of investing ideas they contain. Buffett reveals nothing about how, when, or why he buys a given stock. But even though he’s chary with ideas, Buffett, like Drucker, is an insight machine. His insights often take the form of pithy one-liners. I remember a few years ago when the long-term value of Gillette stock (a BBDO client since 1929) was being questioned in investing circles. As Gillette’s largest shareholder for many years, Buffett was asked why he was holding onto the stock. He said, “I go to bed feeling very comfortable just thinking about two and a half billion males with hair growing while I sleep.” As an investment idea, it’s useless; Buffett reveals nothing about his take on Gillette’s management or the stock’s relative value. But as an insight about Gillette’s fundamental business—razors and shaving cream—it was both eloquent and mind-altering. It reminded me that Gillette not only had a great enduring brand, but it made a product that customers needed and used every day. Buffett’s insight was obvious—Gillette was in a great business—and the way he phrased it confirmed it.

Insights sometimes reveal themselves through jewel-like analogies.

Buffett is a master of this, too. Back in the late 1970s, he led a public discussion of the relative values of CBS and Capital Cities. CBS at the time was the most glamorous of the three major networks, the shining brainchild of the broadcasting legend William Paley, home of Walter Cronkite and 60 Minutes and M*A*S*H and the NFL. Everybody watched CBS; it was the Tiffany network. Capital Cities was this runty amalgam of local TV and radio stations and newspapers that had been quietly built up in Albany, New York, by the unknown duo of Tom Murphy and Dan Burke. Buffett was taking the then-contrarian view that Paley’s reputation was oversold; Murphy and Burke were by far the better managers. He had numbers to back his position—Cap Cities stock had grown tenfold during the most recent ten-year period while CBS had actually gone down. The audience wasn’t swallowing the argument until Buffett said, “Imagine that CBS and Capital Cities are two cargo ships—CBS loaded with cargo, Cap Cities a little bare—leaving port on the same day. Ten years later they return. The CBS ship and its cargo are unchanged. The Cap Cities ship, on the other hand, has miraculously grown into a bigger vessel and it is bursting with valuable cargo. Now, who’s the better captain?” Buffett’s insight: let’s focus on results, not image or reputation. But an insight isn’t worth a damn if you can’t express it in a way that people get it.

Insights sometimes come from the most unlikely places. Baseball manager Casey Stengel provided me with one of the more useful management insights for a boss in the ego-riddled world of advertising. On any team he managed, Stengel accepted that one third of his players liked him, one third hated him, and one third were undecided. “The secret of managing,” he said, “is to keep the guys who hate you away from the guys who are undecided.” As a quotable line, it is mildly amusing. As a piece of wisdom, it hovers between eye-opening brilliance and head-slapping obviousness. But what kicks it into the higher sphere of true insight is the fact that it inspires ideas you can act on. A manager who accepts Stengel’s premise will be alert to the cliques and cabals that form in a ball club over a long season and take steps to keep the undecideds away from the players who hate him—on the field, on the road, in the clubhouse. A manager who doesn’t accept it will soon be an ex-manager. That’s the true value of an insight. It initiates a chain of events that impels you to do something no one else is doing.

An insight also has the capacity to take something that you know in your head and make you feel it in your gut. For example, I play more golf than is healthy for my back, my brain, my self-esteem, and my marriage. I’ve read dozens of books on the subject. I’ve taken lessons from some of the best pros in the business. I’ve taken to heart every piece of unsolicited advice my playing partners have offered, and have been irresponsibly slow to discard these suggestions. I’ve even taken three days of private instruction in Charlottesville, Virginia, with sports psychologist Bob Rotella to edit and cleanse all my accumulated golf knowledge.

But the most insightful statement I’ve ever heard about the game came from a pro who was helping me search for my ball in thick rough among a grove of trees off the fairway (of course) at Blind Brook Country Club in Purchase, New York.

Like most golfers, I love to pull out my driver on the tee and hit the ball as far as possible. Like most golfers, sadly, I am not consistently straight with my driver. It is, after all, the hardest club to hit well. I’m much more consistent with a 3 wood—shorter yes, but straighter. I know this about the club and myself. I also know that the value of hitting a ball a long way off the tee is vastly overrated in golf—because 70 percent of all golf shots take place within 100 yards of the pin. Meaning: work on your short game; that’s where shots are saved or lost.

Yet all that knowledge falls away when I’m standing on the tee looking at a wide tempting greensward and a pin 410 yards away. Common sense and the laws of golfing probability would suggest that I pull out the 3 wood, knock it straight down the fairway 220 yards, and then deal with the 190-yard second shot in my usual fashion. But no, I don’t do that. Against my will and better judgment, I pull out the driver, which in its most ideal mode produces a shot that is 15 to 20 yards longer than my 3 wood. Of course, five out of ten times, I do not achieve an ideal result with my driver, producing instead an unsightly rip that launches the ball in a screaming arc to the left, where it plops far off the fairway, often obstructed by trees or drowned by water, and farther from the pin than if I had kicked the ball off the tee.

Such was the case when I finally found my ball under six inches of thick grass at Blind Brook. That’s when the pro said, “Phil, let me ask you something. What if I told you you could pick up your ball and place it in the middle of the fairway over there, except that it would be twenty-five yards farther away from the pin than we are here? And you could do that right now without losing a stroke? Would you do it?”

“Of course,” I said. “Who wouldn’t?”

“Well,” he said, “that’s the situation you’d be in if you had hit anything but your driver.”

Suddenly the clouds parted. The sun was shining. The veil of darkness that had fogged my judgment vanished. The golfing gods had kissed my brow with wisdom and everything was revealed. I suddenly was blessed with an insight: short but straight is better than long and off the mark. In truth, the pro wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know or hadn’t read in different form in dozens of books. But I had never been able to internalize this wisdom, at least not deeply enough so that I could resist going to my driver when I should be employing a safer club. The pro’s insight was not his little tip to hit a safer club. His insight was to couch the advice in the form of a compelling either/or choice—you could be here in trouble or you could be there safe and pretty; it’s totally up to you—so that it was the first time I was made to feel in my bones what I knew in my head. Golf is a game dominated by the spectre of second chances—that’s why we award ourselves mulligans and do-overs and relive each round shot by shot. The pro’s insight was to show me that I could give myself a second chance, before I needed it.

If I seem a little obsessed with the notion of insights, as opposed to ideas, it’s because insights are the brick and mortar of the ad industry—and also its Holy Grails. We live and die on insights. We seek them like hungry bears after honey. And when we come across them, we treat them with reverence and awe. There’s a scene in the movie What Women Want (one of the rare films that accurately capture life at an ad agency) where Mel Gibson, who has been magically blessed with the ability to hear women’s thoughts, makes a suggestion about a Nike campaign to his new boss, Helen Hunt (hired away from, of all places, BBDO). Hunt is shocked and impressed, telling Gibson, “That’s insightful.” The scene exists—and sticks in my mind—because insightful may be one of the highest compliments you can hand out in the ad business, sometimes even better than hearing “That’s a great ad!”

[image: ]

I’ve always found some irony in advertising’s playful, carefree image, that the industry somehow functions in a creative playground at the expense of professionalism and disciplined thinking. In this fantasy, agency account executives are forever entertaining clients, either by pounding down martinis at “21” or bonding at the Harvard Club. The creatives are slightly more dissolute and unruly, perpetually goofing off in the office, tossing Nerf balls at tiny hoops by day and draining coffee cups by night, as they dream up evermore-phantasmagorical scripts and scenarios for the clients’ ads.

In many ways, nothing can be further from the truth. The best ad agencies are remarkably disciplined machines, usually governed by clear operating philosophies and codes of thinking—and, unlike at the vast majority of American companies, these codes are written down! As far back as the early 1960s, my agency, BBDO, wrote out its creative philosophy in what it called The Four-Point Process—and the agency’s leaders made sure every employee and every client understood the thinking behind it. The specifics of BBDO’s four points are not relevant here (not yet at least), but the fact that they were codified in writing (and long before mission statements became a corporate fad) surely distinguishes the typical ad agency from most businesses. I’d wager that of America’s 7.2 million commercial enterprises, big or small, at least 7.1 million of them do not have any corporate philosophy or operating instructions written down for their employees. They’ve never given a moment of thought to how they sell or brand themselves or present their product to the public or differentiate themselves from the competition. Nothing’s in writing, and very little is actually in their minds. They don’t have time or money to conduct research about their product or service or customers or competitors. In turn, they have no information to react to. Which explains why they’re just winging it from day to day.

I’m not extolling ad agencies as the perfect model for running a business. But there is something that the best agencies do that does have value for anyone in business. The best ad agencies are great at coming up with insights that can reshape or save a company. The best agencies are great at tackling the thorniest business problems—and solving them. And they do this over and over again—it’s the business they’re in—in large part because they have a system for identifying problems and coming up with insightful solutions that cure the disease, not merely relieve the pain.

The system is not complex or elaborate. If you had to draw a schematic of what agencies do for clients, it would be a simple linear matrix of research, analysis, insight, strategy, and execution. I’d sum it up with the clumsy acronym RAISE—except it doesn’t mean anything and it suggests that there are hard and fast rules for creating ads. There aren’t. However, at its finest moments the matrix moves from one component to the next in balanced, fluid harmony.

It begins with a problem. A client—let’s say it’s a beer company—wants to increase sales (a familiar problem; who doesn’t want to increase sales?).

The first thing you do in dealing with any business problem is research. You collect data so you can understand the problem, or at least approach it more knowingly. Before you can deliver a message to customers that incites them to buy more beer, you have to understand something about the customers and their relationship to the product. You ask, Who buys our beer? How often? What do they like about it? Why do they choose us instead of another beer? And so on, assembling data about the customer, the product, the competition, and the market.

Once assembled, the data demands analysis. As you pore over the numbers and opinions, an interesting tidbit sticks out. Let’s say it’s the fact that 80 percent of the beer is bought by 20 percent of the beer-drinking public. It’s the old 80/20 rule in action. Whenever it comes into play, you cannot ignore it.

Smart analysis will bring this salient fact to the fore, and it should lead to an insight about the brand: our beer drinkers are extremely loyal to the brand. So, if we want to increase sales, we should tap into that loyalty. We need to persuade our existing customers to remain loyal to us. That’s a valuable insight because it (a) focuses you toward a very specific market and (b) has the concomitant benefit of steering you away from the always costly tactic of stealing customers from your competition. Avoiding a bad decision is often more valuable than making a good decision. (As someone said, the best trades in baseball are the ones you don’t make.) When you can accomplish both with one insight, it’s a home run.

Once the insight materializes, you develop a strategy for the brand that, in a perfect world, can be summed up in a sentence or two—as if it were the brand’s “mission statement.” In this case (since I’m recalling a real-life episode in the marketing history of Schaefer beer), the insight and strategy led to the slogan “Schaefer . . . the one beer to have when you’re having more than one,” which endured for nearly two decades.

From here, it’s a simple matter of execution, of creating great ads without veering off strategy. I’m being only half-ironic when I say that execution is an afterthought. In my experience, if you have a great insight and strategy, great ads practically write themselves. My colleague Charlie Miesmer reminded me that the first TV commercial he ever wrote was for Schaefer beer. By then Schaefer’s “one beer to have . . .” slogan had been firmly established in the marketplace for ten years. The phrase was a classic, a fixture in the beer marketer’s lexicon, to the point where people had been hearing it for so long that it had almost lost its meaning. But the insight behind it—that Schaefer beer drinkers are loyal, multiple imbibers—was still true. If loyalty was the chief virtue underlying Schaefer beer, he could tug at that emotional heartstring—and use the slogan to move things along.

Recalling a poignant scene from Stanley Kubrick’s Paths of Glory, in which a young French girl sings a song in a tavern that brings tears to the eyes of hardened soldiers, Charlie set up a scene, reminiscent of an NFL locker-room hazing, among Schaefer truck drivers where new drivers have to sing the Schaefer theme song. Everybody’s laughing because none of the young drivers can sing. Then a fresh-faced rookie (played by Larry Kert, the original Tony in West Side Story) stands up on a table. His sweet tenor voice is so clear and moving as he sings “the one beer to have when you’re having more than one” that the hall falls into silence and tears well up in the drivers’ eyes. It was Charlie’s first TV assignment, it won a Clio, and it was nothing more than a commercial showcasing the beer’s slogan (in effect, a celebration of a theme line, an ad about advertising). But that’s what happens when you are armed with a strong insight and stick to your strategy. The ads often do write themselves.

This is how it always works in the advertising business: good research demands brilliant analysis which inspires blazing insights that lead to groundbreaking strategies and award-winning executions.

Except when it doesn’t, which is a disconcertingly large part of the time.

It doesn’t work because you can’t predict when you’ll capture lightning in a bottle, and even if you do, you can’t guarantee that the client will be smart enough to recognize the lightning when he sees it. Or brave enough to play with lightning when he does recognize it. Insights do not adhere to a strict metronomic beat that begins with research and ends with execution. Insights materialize at any point along the matrix. Sometimes they are the product of elegant research and analysis. But just as often they appear because of a casual remark by the client about what he or she really wants, or in response to a clumsy execution of an ad that is so lacking in insight that it inspires you to fill in the blank. Or sometimes it’s little more than trusting your gut, relying on instinct, feeling moved by a notion and assuming that the rest of the world will be equally moved.

I say this because, as much as I take pride in our insight-delivery “system,” I’d be exaggerating if I claimed that our clients hire ad agencies, and particularly BBDO where I worked, for our research and analysis skills. We’re not McKinsey & Co. with dozens of Harvard MBAs crunching numbers 24/7 so that we can write mammoth reports that justify enormous fees. We create campaigns that our clients absolutely love. Campaigns that drive sales, change the image, shift attitudes, sometimes alter the entire revenue landscape of a corporation. Anything less and the work doesn’t get on the air and into print . . . and the client loses hundreds of millions of dollars . . . and we lose a client.

But if we’re not pocket McKinseys, we’re also not fools. We know the value of research and analysis. We poll consumers and conduct focus groups. We sift through the data that our clients provide and that we generate ourselves. More than anything else, we listen to the client’s take on the data, and we listen to anyone in-house who’s taken the time to think about the research.

If you look closely, you’ll see that almost every successful area of endeavor follows this RAISE matrix to achieve its ends. Some endeavors don’t know they’re doing it. Some, like us wild and crazy guys in advertising, do it in loosey-goosey fashion, generating insight by blurring the line between instinct and analysis, head and gut.

The most fanatical loyalists to the RAISE process are people in politics, who are so slavishly devoted to polling data that they would not countenance any insight or strategy that isn’t supported by the data. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. When you’re selling a candidate in an election campaign, the voters have only one opportunity to buy—on election day. It’s the year’s biggest “one-day-only sale.” So you poll and crunch numbers until you think you know everything on the voters’ minds. Of course, having all the information at hand does not guarantee that you will use it wisely. Gleaning the perfect insight from perfect data is never a sure thing. Even Bill Clinton’s most perfervid detractors in the Republican party will admit to his political skill and discipline. He never made a big political decision without first polling to see how it would play with voters. His real genius, though, was extracting insights from the data. That, I believe, is why he was so devoted to polling—he knew he could interpret the data more shrewdly than his competitors. In the 1992 presidential election, when all the data screamed out that voters cared only about pocketbook issues, which was where the incumbent George Bush was weakest, it was Clinton’s team that had the insight to focus on the economy—and never waver from that message, even in the primaries when Clinton was being assailed for his personal indiscretions, his draft dodging, his dim-witted brother, his “Slick Willie” persona, you name it. “It’s the economy, stupid” became the Clinton rallying cry, reminding the candidate to never go “off message” no matter what people said about him. A simple insight, obvious in hindsight, but so powerful it helped a man become President of the United States.

I got a strong taste of insight in the political arena eight years earlier with another president, Ronald Reagan. In 1984 Michael Deaver, Reagan’s deputy chief of staff, at the suggestion of an old friend, Jim Lake, called to invite me to lunch at the White House. I was so nervous all I could think to say on the phone was “Great. What are we having?”

Deaver, it turned out, wanted BBDO to handle the advertising for President Reagan’s reelection campaign. As I picked through a tuna and tomato salad in the Executive Dining Room, I explained that (a) we couldn’t handle the assignment at BBDO, which had a long-standing policy against taking sides in politics, and (b) it was too big for me to handle alone. But I promised to do the next best thing: find someone who could. I called Jerry Della Femina about helping out. Jerry proposed that we assemble an ad hoc agency of the best people we could find, which was rather insightful in itself. It took some of the political stigma out of the assignment. We weren’t choosing sides, or declaring our political affiliation, or trashing the Democrats. We were merely saying yes, at specially reduced rates, to a White House request—and getting to flex our creative muscles in the biggest game of all, a presidential election. This was greater than selling pickles or cereal or shoe polish. We called our all-star squad The Tuesday Team (named for election day) and gathered at the White House for our first meeting with the President.

Right from the start Dick Wirthlin, the President’s chief pollster, had given us all the White House’s research and polling data. The numbers told a simple story that wasn’t hard to interpret. People liked the President. They were happy with the job he was doing. The economy was back on track after the “malaise” years of the Carter administration. Unemployment was down. A tax cut had worked. The stock market was surging. The nation was at peace. America’s standing in the world was high again, after the humiliation of the Iran hostage crisis. You didn’t have to be a political pro to read these numbers with a big smile on your face.

As advertising professionals we knew the proper campaign for a candidate with these positives was to take the high road. The research backed us up, consistently telling us that Americans felt uncomfortable when their president hit below the belt. With so much good news to emphasize, we aimed to win by a landslide, not a mudslide. At the same time, we could see that Walter Mondale, the Democratic nominee, was running a negative campaign. And positive beats negative every time in the ad effectiveness book.

But we were still lacking that singular insight that would set this analysis into motion—and give us the Big Idea for
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