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ABSTRACT  

Creativity and knowledge are closely linked. Recent research into the relations between them 
highlights social and organisational aspects. However, creativity seems difficult for ordering, 
and creative processes often involve people with different knowledge bases, requiring the 
integration of different types of knowledge. While the management of creativity in 
organisations is seen as a complex task, organisations do try to order creativity. The issue of 
how they do it is addressed in this paper by drawing on evidence from the advertising 
industry. Findings are presented from case studies of work practices of two large advertising 
companies. A number of processes and practices are identified that help to manage and 
control creativity effectively. Based on these findings, a model of the inter-relations between 
knowledge, creativity and social interaction is developed. The model may be useful in gaining 
insight into the general case of knowledge sharing and innovation in knowledge intensive 
organisations. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Creativity and knowledge are closely linked (e.g. Amabile, 1997; Lampel et al, 2000). 
Moreover, while early research on creativity focused on creativity as an individual trait 
(Perry-Smith and Shalley, 2003), recent research on the relations between creativity and 
knowledge highlights not only the individual level, but also the social and organisational level 
(e.g. Amabile et al., 1996; Leonard and Swap, 1999). Leonard and Sensiper (1998) emphasise 
the role of social interaction in creative processes as enabling exploitation of different types of 
tacit knowledge different actors possess.  

Creativity, however, tends to rely on heuristics rather then on algorithmic processes (Nemeth 
and Nemeth, 2001) and seems difficult for ordering. In a commercial context, creative 
processes typically involve people with very different knowledge bases, requiring the 
integration of different types of knowledge. Indeed, the management of creativity in 
organisations is seen as a complex task (Tan, 1998). 

Nonetheless, organisations do try to order creativity. How do they do it? In this paper, these 
issues are addressed by drawing on evidence from the advertising industry, where creativity 
and the application of knowledge are seen to be at the industry’s core, but where there are 
clear business requirements for timely delivery of commercial output.  

Advertising services are seen as knowledge intensive (Roberts, 2000). Knowledge intensive 
firms are composed of communities with specialised knowledge domains (Purser, et al. 1992, 
in Boland and Tenkasi, 1995) and the creation of knowledge involves interaction within and 
between these communities (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995). Moreover, the emphasis in the 
literature on communities as means of organisational knowledge sharing has been growing in 
recent years (Swan and Scarbrough, 2001).  

The nature of social interaction that facilitates such knowledge sharing will be further 
discussed in this paper, with particular attention to the tension discussed in the management 
literature between creativity and structure (Brown and Duguid, 2001), and between process, 
or “the way matters are formally organized”, and practice - “the way things actually get done” 
(Brown and Duguid, 2000).  

In what follows, findings are presented from case studies of work practices in the London 
offices of two large international advertising companies. A number of processes and practices 
are identified that help to manage and control these processes effectively. Based on these 
findings, a model of the inter-relations between knowledge, creativity and social interaction is 
developed. 

 

The objectives of the paper are as follows:  

Present and examine case studies findings relating to knowledge sharing in creative processes, 
in order to gain insight into the general case of knowledge sharing and innovation in 
knowledge intensive organisations, and advertising in particular. 
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In order to provide insight as to how management can better control and support the creative 
undertaking, a model is presented that frames the different practices and processes, with 
particular attention to the role of knowledge sharing in ordering creativity.  

Relate the findings to contemporary discussions on creativity and knowledge in the 
management and organisational literature. 

 

 

 

 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH APPROACH  

This paper is based on two case studies carried out during June – September 2002 in the 
London offices of two advertising companies, both among the 10 biggest advertising agencies 
in the world in 2001 in terms of billing (Advertising Age, 2003). The case studies included 
on-site observations and 31 semi-structured interviews with people in different roles in the 
agencies. They also involved following the development of a creative project, from the 
briefing stage to the stage where creative work was presented to the client.  

The research adopted an interpretative approach directed towards theory formation.  A 
grounded theory analysis of the interview and observation data was used to identify key 
findings that were compared with the literature on knowledge management and creativity, 
leading to the establishment of broad theoretical stance, in the light of which further 
observations and interviews were carried out. For example, some of the interviewees were 
approached again to elaborate a point or to verify possible connections between statements 
made in early interviews. 

 

 

 

 

 

CASE FINDINGS: KNOWLEDGE FLOWS AND THE ADVERTISING CREATIVE 
PROCESS  

An advertising campaign typically begins with a client brief to the advertising agency’s 
account management people (who are in charge of the day-to-day relationship with the client) 
and planning people (who have knowledge of the brand, the market and of consumer 
behaviour).  
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The planners then supplement the information provided by the client with other information, 
for example, the results of an analysis of consumer perception of the briefed brand, using the 
agency’s proprietary brand perception analysis system. Other information may be obtained by 
relying on independent market and consumer behaviour research – sometimes using the 
services of the agency’s “Knowledge” or “Information” Centre, a department that collates and 
makes available information, such as market and consumer trends and agency/competitors’ 
work, using mainly external information providers.    

Based on the information available, the planners transform the client brief, together with 
research insights (these could be the result of research commissioned by the client or by the 
agency), into a creative brief, with which the creative team (often dubbed “the Creatives”) can 
work. The strategy communicated in the creative brief outlines the issues to be tackled by the 
advertising, together with guidelines as to issues such as style and tone, stating the 
“personality” of the brand to be communicated (e.g. groundbreaking, unconventional).   

The written brief often consists of a one-page document containing a relatively small part of 
information available to the planners and account managers. In the case studies, for example, 
such information included segmentations of the target audience demography, transcripts and 
analysis of focus groups, results of surveys of consumers’ attitudes to brands, and market 
analysis reports. The brief conveys the essence of the strategy, some key data chosen by a 
planner, consumer insight and benefit, and sometimes “Thought Starters” - general ideas 
designed to suggest a direction and provide inspiration for the Creatives. In interviews, both 
planners and Creatives stressed that the brief has to be interesting and exciting in order to gain 
the Creatives’ enthusiasm and commitment for the project.  A planner also commented that 
the primary goal of the brief is to achieve good work from the Creatives rather than to provide 
knowledge per se. 

At this stage, a briefing session takes place in the form of a meeting enabling questions and 
informal interaction between planners, account management people and Creatives. During 
this session, the written brief is discussed and reference was made to competitors’ or other 
relevant work. In the case studies, for example a reference was made to a campaign for a 
brand done by a different agency (although the brand was not a competitor and not in the 
same category as the product on which the creative teams were briefed). In the briefing 
session, a Creative Director is often present: A Creative Director is often an experienced and 
Creative with professional authority and credentials, who is in charge in overseeing creative 
work of the whole agency, and sometimes of a particular account. The Creative Director is 
perceived by creatives – as well as by others - as one of the creatives, but at the same time as 
representing the management. The Creative Director often reviews creative work before it is 
presented to other people in the agency, and his or her involvement in the process is both 
formal (reviews) and informal (casual meetings and consultations)   

After the briefing session, the Creatives are given anywhere between a few days to a few 
weeks (usually around 2 weeks) to come up with creative ideas. In the case studies, informal 
interactions between account and planning people, and Creatives occurred during the work on 
the briefs. In such interactions, additional information pertinent to emerging ideas was 
provided, and sometimes the Creatives “bounced off” developing ideas to see they are “on 
strategy”.  
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Other monitoring functions are Traffic and Production who are more technical functions. 
Their part in the process is to see that work is proceeding according to timeline, be aware of 
potential delays before they and make sure that agreed milestones are accomplished.  

The creatives’ delivery (which could be, for example, a TV script or a print advert) is then 
supervised and approved by the creative director, and later the account management and 
planning people, before it is presented to the client. Upon client approval, the advert is 
produced and published.  

In terms of knowledge, therefore, the creative process is broken into components carried out 
by different people with different backgrounds and using different types of knowledge. 
Planners, for example, usually have marketing and research training and tend to rely on 
research findings, experience and intuition, typically involving analytical thinking.  Creatives, 
on the other hand, usually have more artistic training and rely more on experience and 
knowledge of aesthetic conventions, and of what is current, “cool”, and stylish, typically 
emphasising divergent thinking. The different types of knowledge are often evident in joint 
brainstorming sessions or informal interactions, where planners, for example, tend to provide 
relevant consumer data, and Creatives put forward new concepts. 

Figure 1 provides a simplistic illustration of the campaign creation process, from the agency’s 
perspective. The interactions denoted by numbers will be further discussed in the next section. 

 

Figure 1 

 

Very crudely, it could be said that it is the planners’ job to transform the client’s brief into 
insights and strategy, and that the Creatives’ job is then to transform these insights into 
creative ideas. In the next stage, a graphic studio or a TV production company should turn the 
ideas into adverts to be published in media channels. 
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Based on the above description of the findings, a model is developed in the next section to 
frame knowledge interactions between team members, and to explain how creativity is 
ordered, directly and indirectly.  

 

 

 

 

 

A MODEL OF CREATIVE PRACTICE  

Based on the observations carried out and interviews with the people involved in the 
development of advertising creative projects, a model is developed and presented in this 
section. It is not suggested that the model is an exhaustively and exclusive framework, 
however, given that the model’s components were said by interviewees to represent the 
advertising creative process, it is believed that the model is of value to understanding the 
creative practices and processes. 

The creative process in the advertising industry was said to be a collective undertaking. This 
was mentioned, for example, by a planner who commented that all parts of the process are 
creative – not just the Creatives’ work. It was also supported by Creatives who stressed the 
importance of a clear and focused brief, without which it is hard to develop creative work that 
is “on strategy”.   

Through observations of meetings as well as through interviews with the people involved, a 
number of organisational practices were identified as facilitating the advertising creative 
process, through (see Figure 2 – the inner circle). In addition, other conventions and practices 
identified which provide a more general background (see Figure 2 – the outer circle). The 
inner circle represents practices that are directly related to a creative project and were 
described by interviewees as such, while the outer circle represents more general 
characteristics of the environment in which projects take place. Moreover, the environmental 
characteristics described in the outer circle give rise to the practices described in the inner 
circle. For example, informality, social networks and shared context enable a screening of 
formal knowledge transferred to Creatives and reliance on other means of knowledge sharing 
based on informal communication that is not part of the formal process. 
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Figure 2 

 

In what follows, the inner circle will be discussed, to be followed by a description of the outer 
circle.   

 

 

Inner Circle  

As the creative process is broken into components carried out by different people with 
different backgrounds and using different types of knowledge, various practices exist to 
support the creative work:  

 

- Knowledge is screened and distilled: Only a relatively small part of available 
information is provided to the end creative link (the ‘Creatives’). A written brief for a 
million-pound creative project may often consist of one page. This characteristic of the 
creative practice reflects interaction 2 between creatives and planners, as denoted in 
Figure 1. One possible explanation was suggested by one of the interviewees, who said 
that this is done in order to prevent superfluous “noise” in the creative process.  
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- Clear process definition, deadlines and milestones: All creative work is done with pre-
defined (albeit changing according to circumstances) milestones and deliveries, keeping 
creatives as well as others involved in the process focused on actual output. This reflects 
interaction 1 in Figure 1 - a process management function designed to keep track of the 
creative process.  

- Layers of monitoring of the creative process: various functions in the agency are 
responsible for monitoring and giving feedback on creative work as it evolves – this is a 
combination of formal monitoring (interaction 1 in Figure 1: creatives and traffic), and 
informal (interactions 2,3,4 in Figure 1: creatives and creative director, account 
management and planning people, and interactions between creative director and account 
management people).  

- Accountability and involvement of the creatives in the bigger picture by having them 
meet and present work to the client: In both case studies contact with clients was 
mentioned to be more intensive than in the past. Meeting clients face to face rather than 
just participating in a debrief, may make the creatives witness first hand the link between 
their creative work and business environment and objectives, and may create greater 
accountability and identification with the client’s objectives. This reflects interaction 5 in 
Figure 1. 

- Recognition, popularity and acceptance: Incentives and alignment of business 
objectives to creative objectives are done directly and indirectly. Such alignment includes 
the production of creative work in time and in a way that will satisfy the client. It was 
found that creatives sometimes feel frustrated as they feel that their creative ideas are not 
appreciated or are being blocked by conservative thinking, and that creative work is not 
given sufficient time to be developed. Such views could be a potential for conflict within 
the organisation, and the following, which reflect interactions 2,3 in Figure 1 have been 
identified as ways to align the business objectives with in the face of such perceptions. 

- Need for appreciation and recognition: creative output of creatives that are more 
appreciated by clients, makes the creatives who produced them more desired by 
account management people, who may request that they will work on further projects. 
The desire to be appreciated inside and outside the agency may provide an incentive to 
produce creative work within the framework delineated by business objectives, and 
satisfy the client. As one Creative put it – he has been an appreciated Creative in the 
last 14 years, but still feels he needs to prove himself with every new project. 

- Promotion and career development are dependent on the Creative’s performance and 
visibility. These reflect interaction 3 in Figure 1 as well as external interactions with the 
wider advertising professional community, and potential future employers. The industry 
adage “you’re only as good as your last ad” reflects an incentive to get work published, 
and by this to comply with client’s objectives – as work has to be approved by the client. 
Another manifestation of career development opportunity is professional awards: various 
industry awards are given for published creative work and are source of reference and 
appreciation in the advertising creative community.  It is assumed that the fact that the 
awards are given only to published work creates an implicit incentive to produce creative 
output that is valuable from the client’s business objectives perspective and not just from 
the pure creative perspective.   
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Outer Circle: 

- Informality is encouraged. Informality may reduce fear of “saying something stupid” in 
the creative process, in which in many cases it is the different, unconventional that may 
develop into original or innovative work. In addition, knowledge was mentioned to be 
shared better many times when done on an informal basis.      

- Perception of shared context and reference is facilitated: this is done with the use of 
technology (having copies of competitors work available, creating a company intranet of 
past work), and without it - by posters of agency work hanged on the walls. Shared 
context was found to be useful, for example, in the following:  

o Implicitly conveying company norms and conventions (e.g. what is “great 
advertising”).  

o Saving time as people could be more ‘on the same page’ and therefore co-
operative work might begin at some established starting point. For example, a 
briefing session began with the planner comparing the brief to what she thought 
might have been the brief for the team who worked on another famous brand – a 
brand that is not in the same category, and not handled by the same agency, but 
whose advertising is considered to be innovative and powerful. 

o Sharing later knowledge in a meaningful way, as it may be added to existing 
knowledge or understanding gained as a result of the shared context.    

- Convention defying is encouraged - as a convention: the banal, the expected is 
perceived as undesired. This was evident in interviews, where interviewees mentioned that 
in order to gain the target audience’s share of mind, an advertising communication has to 
be original and unconventional.    

- Social networks, communities of practice, and personal communication make sharing 
of knowledge easier and more meaningful, and the parties in the communication more 
committed and cooperative. Some of these networks have IS embodiments in the forms of 
intranets and knowledge repositories. Interviewees stated that interaction with people with 
whom they had previous relations was more committed and efficient – this was said to be 
of importance when the interaction was between people of different geographic location 
and facilitated by emails or phone. 

 

Put together, the modelled findings may provide insight into how creativity and structure are 
balanced in the advertising industry, and how creativity is aligned with the agencies’ and their 
clients’ business environment. This is discussed in the next section. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The evidence from the case studies support the views that creative processes are not solitary 
process, or dependent on just few “creatives” (Leonard and Swap, 1999), and that innovation 
in organisations is the result of ideas generation systematisation rather then of nurturing 
solitary genius (Hargadon and Sutton, 2000). The creative processes observed were the result 
of group and cross-functional collaboration. Moreover, the cases provide additional evidence 
of the importance of underlying social relations to effective communication in an 
organisational context (Kelly and Jones, 2001). 

The findings point to a few implications, both theoretical and managerial. From a managerial 
perspective, recognition of the organisational factors that facilitate the generation of creative 
output – such as shared context and informal communication - may contribute to management 
ability to support the relevant practices where possible. From a research perspective, the 
findings may add insight into creative processes and practices to the literature on creativity 
and knowledge sharing within organisations – in the advertising industry as well as in other 
industries where creative output is of importance.  It is not suggested that the findings 
presented in the paper are either exhaustive or exclusive in describing creative processes and 
practices. These vary a lot between teams, offices, and are often influenced by client 
processes and practices.  Nonetheless, they provide an insight into knowledge sharing and 
creative processes through the observations of knowledge-related practices, and the 
interviewees approach to them.  

In order for creative shared effort to yield results – an effort carried out by people with 
different backgrounds and knowledge bases - a combination of complementary formal 
processes and informal practices has to exist. Thus, the formal processes observed (e.g. 
monitoring and milestoning the creative project) and informal practices (e.g. informal 
communication between planners and Creatives), were mentioned by interviewees as 
contributing to the timely delivery of a creative work. The tension – and co-existence - of the 
practices and processes were therefore valuable to the organisations observed, as it enabled 
the ordering of creativity and application of different knowledge types, and harnessing them 
to an effort dictated by business objectives. 

Against the backdrop of the tension stressed in the management literature between the need to 
manage and control creative processes, the role of knowledge sharing practices in achieving 
control, and review of the part management can take in facilitating such practices, are two 
aspects of creativity management the case studies reviewed in the paper point to. Cross-
functional knowledge flow seems to be at the heart of the creative process, and the support of 
direct and indirect means of communication, combined with organisational incentives were 
found to be key in aligning creative work with business objectives. Nonetheless, further 
managerial effort may be required in order to support the efficient creative practice. 
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Support for the informal aspects of the creative process may include better communication of 
shared context and reference - for example, in the form of widely circulating ‘best of’ or other 
types recommended advertising work, which could be both agency work and competitors’ 
work. While such practice is in operation for ad-hoc purposes (e.g. as part of a briefing for a 
creative project, as described above), or on a local basis (print adverts of a local agency 
hanged on the office walls) a systematic, organisation-wide distribution of recommended 
advertising work may be able to better convey standards and examples top learn from. The 
use of IT for such purposes may be passive (intranet containing such content made available 
to people in the organisation) or more active (emails sent with examples or reference to 
recommended content). Similar practices may be useful in other industries where shared 
context is useful and where ways of communicating global standards and points of references 
are sought by management. 

In addition, it is important from a management perspective to not only acknowledge the role 
of social and informal aspects of creative practices, but to actively support them where 
possible. Such support could include, for example, cross disciplinary meetings where people 
of different roles may get together and subsequently may be able to communicate better on an 
informal basis. This is already done to some extent, however, it is important to recognise the 
value of such meetings as opportunities to get people from different locations together are 
lessening as a result of reductions in travel budgets due to the economic slowdown. 

Interaction between Creatives and clients, while observed to be practiced in an ad-hoc and 
much person-dependent way, may be a useful tool in providing Creatives a broader 
perspective of the project they are involved in, and lead to better accountability and 
commitment to its results. A more conscious management of Creative-client relationship 
could therefore enhance alignment between creativity and business objectives. 

The differences between capabilities and knowledge bases different people in organisations 
have are a potential source of benefit in a creative environment. But these differences could 
be disruptive if not managed carefully. Construction and maintenance of an environment that 
encourages knowledge sharing and cross-disciplinary communication is key to delivering 
creative output in a commercial context – as was observed in the advertising case studies. 
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