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Collaborative Dynamics of Creative Teams:  
Modeling Creative Process in Advertising Design

Wisal Ahmad1, Mark Stufhaut2, Joe Labianca3

 Abstract

Literature is very much clear about the role of teams in developing more creative 
outcome. However, question such as why one team produces greater creative outcome 
than others is very little addressed. This study addresses this question by looking into team 
dynamics in the context of advertising. More precisely, the study explores the creative 
process of advertising design by looking at how creative team members collaborate during 
the development of creative advertising in four advertising agencies using a qualitative 
comparative case study approach. Data was collected from teams comprising of creative 
directors, copywriters and art directors in four advertising agencies using semi-structured 
interviews followed by observation of the respective team members’ interactions during the 
development of an experimental advertisement. Based on the creativity assessment of these 
advertisements by an independent jury of creatives, interview responses, and observation 
of the actual process of ad-design in four ad-agencies, the study findings reveal that the 
most creative advertisement follows a substantially much richer collaboration among the 
creative team members compared to least creative advertisements. In light of the actual 
interactions of the most creative advertising team, a preliminary model of creative adver-
tising process is proposed that emphasizes on balanced configuration of domain competency 
of creative team members which plays a detrimental role in developing an interactional 
environment among creatives that leads to a creative advertising design. The study presents 
both theoretical and practical implications for better team management in organizations 
to produce more creative and innovative outcomes. 

Keywords: Collaboration, Creative Process, Creative Advertising Design, Domain 
Competency, Interactional Environment.

1. Introduction 

Advertising creativity plays a central place in the advertising world. The novel 
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and creative idea provides a variety of benefits for both the clients and advertising 
agencies. Researchers argue that creative ideas can increase the sales of a company by 
five times (West, 1999). From the advertising agency’s point of view, creative ideas 
can attract many new clients and the winning of creativity awards. The importance 
of advertising creativity can be well understood from the fact that each year, hun-
dreds of creativity excellence awards are given to the most creative and outstanding 
advertisements (Till & Baack, 2005). These awards are considered the barometer of 
performance in the advertising industry, which has significant implications for the 
clientele and recognition of an advertising agency and its employees.

Research on advertising creativity is, however, abstract as well as limited due to the 
abstract nature of creativity. Due to the ambiguous nature of creativity and hence the 
process that leads to such creative outcomes, creative process is not fully understood 
(Johar, Holbrook & Stern, 2001; Till & Baack, 2005.There are even considerable 
disagreements about the nature of the creative process, with some considering it an 
instantaneous moment of creation (Guilford, 1950; Wallas, 1926; Campbell, 1960), 
others considering the creative process as more structured and meticulous in which 
the mind produces creative outcomes by fulfilling structural boundaries like creative 
briefs, and time and budgetary constraints (Perkins, 1981; Weisberg, 1993; Dasgupta, 
1994; ). Yet another view of the creative process states that it is in fact the combination 
of the earlier two approaches, and that creative process lies somewhere in between the 
freedom and constraints view of the creative process and believe that the process is 
unbalanced if there are too many restrictions or too much freedom (Hofstadter 1985). 
Nonetheless, creative processes are not fully understood leaving some key unanswered 
questions: “Are there processes which produce a more creative outcome?”, and “Are 
these processes different for less creative outcomes?” (Woodman, Sawyer & Griffin, 
1993). Such questions are more relevant to advertising organizations where creativity 
is considered a central element for the organization’s performance. 

Much earlier, creative process has been conceptualized as the sum of sequential 
steps that an individual passes through while generating creative outcome (Wallas, 
1926; Taylor, 1959; Young, 1976). These stages take a creative person from the stage 
of preparation through incubation, epiphany and lastly exposure (Wallas, 1926). 
Young (1976) considers the stages of ingestion and digestion instead of preparation 
stage suggested by Wallas (1926) and the rest of the process is similar to Wallas. Ac-
cording to Young (1976), a creative person has to catch a unique idea by following 
a narrow and straight linear approach across these steps. However, Bengtson (1982) 
has emphasized that either these stages are incomplete or not universally applicable 
(Vandern Bergh & Stuhlfaut, 2006) as many brilliant ideas are not always the result 
of Youngs’ model of creative stages (Rio Perez, 2006). As a matter of common sense 
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and also supported by the researchers’ community, these stages in the creative process 
are more of a generic form that all people may go through but produce different lev-
els of creative outcomes (Kilgour, 2006). Moreover, previous research on advertising 
creativity, though much scarce, has looked into the creative process from individual 
perspective (Rio Perez, 2006; Vandern Bergh & Stuhlfaut, 2006). This individualistic 
and unilateral approach to creativity implies that creative process is an isolated activity 
where creative individuals are not interacting with one another (Rio Perez, 2006). 
However, the current trend towards creativity research consistently points towards 
a more holistic and integrated approach of studying creativity (Hirschman, 1989, 
Johar et al. 2001; Rio Perez, 2006). Researchers argue that creativity in organizations 
is the result of a combined effort of a team where everyone contributes from their 
own respective domain. Barron (1999) while referring to this point used a biological 
metaphor that every individual is the creative product of two parents which Vandern 
Bergh and Stuhlfaut (2006) has termed collaboration. Hence, the current research 
attempts to adopt a broader teamwork perspective of studying the process of creative 
advertising design with the aim to address the unanswered questions of a more or 
less creative process that results in a more or less creative outcome (Johar et al., 2001).

Creative ideas are developed at advertising agencies by a creative team consisting of 
a copywriter, art director and creative director who collaborate on the task (Hirschman, 
1989). Each one contributes to the development of the creative outcome from their 
own domain as well as helping one another mutually; hence, the nature of the creative 
process is more of collaboration. Researchers from several other disciplines including 
organizational behavior, information sciences and educational psychology stress that 
synergy is a prerequisite for creative outcome (McGrath, Arrow & Berdahl, 2000; 
Young, 2000). However, little to no research has been conducted to study creativity 
in advertising from this teamwork/collaboration perspective (Johar et al., 2001). This 
study focuses on the creative process by looking at how a creative team collaborates 
during the development of creative advertising in a real advertising agency setting 
using a qualitative comparative case study approach. More precisely, the study draws 
from teamwork collaboration literature with a focus on Schrage dimensions of collab-
oration and investigates how creative team members collaborate during the process 
of creative advertising design. 

1.1 Research questions 

This research will primarily address the following main question:

1.	 How prevalent are the different dimensions of collaborative dynamics in the 
process of developing creative advertising? 
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2.	 How the different dimensions of collaboration can be connected to develop 
a preliminary model of collaborative creative process in advertising agencies? 

1.2 Research objectives

The primary objective of this research is: 

1.	 To better understand the creative process in advertisements by looking at the 
collaborative dynamics of creative team members while designing a more or 
less creative advertisement. 

To address the main objective of this study, the study seeks to address the fol-
lowing sub-objectives: 

1.1	 To understand the prevalence of different dimensions of collaboration in 
the development of a more or less creative advertisement.

1.2	 To develop a preliminary model of collaborative creative process in advertising 
agencies. 

2. Literature Review

Despite the widespread recognition of advertising creativity as a significant indica-
tor of agency performance, the area of advertising creativity has not been adequately 
addressed and more surprisingly, research on the process of creative advertising 
development is then further limited and abstract. Even in the field of advertising, 
very little research has been carried out on the process of creative advertising design. 
Besides other factors, the complex nature of the creative process has been stated to be 
the most important factor for the lack of research. There is considerable disagreement 
about the distinctive nature of the creative process (Johar et al., 2001; Kilgour, 2006). 
Some researchers believe that the creative process is different than a routine and day 
to day thinking and it is mostly unstructured and thus cannot be measured. They 
believe creative process is analogous to a flash of light when the idea comes to mind 
(Guilford, 1950). They consider great freedom of thought and a lack of structural 
regulations as necessary for creative development. In contrast, reductionist researchers 
propose that the creative process is more meticulous and carefully thought out (Johar 
et al., 2001). Here creative idea generation occurs because of the mental constraints 
and thinking boundaries. They believe more in formulaic and structural views of the 
creative process. A third perspective is more integrative and suggests that creative 
process is a balance between freedom and constraints and that the process becomes 
unbalanced if there is complete freedom or complete constraints (Johar et al. 2001; 
Hofstdter, 1985). The difficulty with this perspective is, then, specifying where the 
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balance point between freedom and constraint lies.

Because of such global differences about the nature of the creative process, re-
searchers have turned to identifying and understanding its parts rather with the whole 
(Wallas, 1926; Taylor, 1959 cited in Johar et al., 2001). Much earlier, Wallas (1926) 
provided a four stage model of the creative process namely preparation, incubation, 
epiphany and exposure, which is widely acknowledged by advertising researchers. 
According to Young (1976), creative ideas emerge as a result of five steps covering 
ingestion, digestion, incubation, epiphany and exposure. Kover (1995 cited in Johar et 
al., 2001) studied the implicit theories of communication used by copywriters in the 
creation of advertising and formulated a post-hoc developmental sequence based on 
the copywriter’s internal dialogue with an implied reader. Johar et al., 2001 studied 
the process of creating advertising by attempting to find a relationship between the 
creative process and creative advertising design. Hill and Johnsons (2004) suggest that 
creative process used in advertising agencies is verily standardized one and that most 
advertising is developed in a similar pattern of stages. Hence, this again does not an-
swer the question of why one ad-agency produces more creative outcome than another 
agency. According to Stewart, Cheng, and Wan (2008), creative process consists of 
stages such as problem identification, deliberate thinking, illumination, evaluation 
and implementation. These stages resemble with that of Walls (1926; Young, 1976). 
Other researchers have also adopted the stages model of creative process (Griffin, 
2008; Stuhlfaut & Vanden Bergh, 2012). For instance, Griffin (2008) suggests four 
dimensions of the creative ideation process including orientation for the work, 
approach to the problem, mind-scribing and heuristics. The findings of one of the 
eminent researcher on creative process in advertising, Stuhlfaut and Vanden Bergh 
(2012) suggest that creative process in advertising is more of a metaphoric structure 
which includes perception, movement and object manipulation. Recent researchers 
are however of the view that while current research work in creative advertising 
process has provided some useful explanation of how creative ideas are developed in 
ad-agencies, the understanding of the nature of creative process within advertising 
agencies is limited (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015). According to Turnbull and Wheeler 
(2015), advertising researchers have still less understanding about the creative process 
that occurs in the development of a creative work particularly in advertising agencies. 
Moreover, very less research has appeared within the real-world environment of an 
advertising agency (Rio Perez, 2006). Rio Perez (2006) has given a conclusive view of 
the advertising creativity literature and states that during the entire period of 1972 
to 2006, creative process has been neglected and if studied, only the individualistic 
perspective of the creative process has been studied. The same concerns over the 
individualistic perspective of creativity study have also been stated by other recent 
researchers like Fourquest-Courbet et al. (2008), Courbet and Vanhuele (2008), Rio 
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Perez (2006), Vander Bergh and Stuhlfaut (2006) and many others. This study begins 
with such an exploration of the process of creative advertising design by looking at 
the creative process from a teamwork interactions perspective. As stated by Chung 
(2009), little attention has been given to the creative synergy generated by teams 
during the creative process. 

2.1 Collaborative teamwork and creativity 

Creative outcomes are not the sole contribution of an individual; rather they are 
the outcome of a combined effort of the creative team. Chung (2009) states that the 
growing interest to explore creativity in inter-personal settings has led to a recent shift 
to study creativity from teams’ perspective. As a result, the topic of teamwork and 
creativity has attracted research from several disciplines. Advertising researchers are 
of the view that there is a dire need to understand the creative process in advertising 
from multiple perspectives including team work collaborative perspective (Oliver 
&Ashley, 2012; Vandern Bergh &Stuhlfaut, 2006; Hirschman, 1989). While stressing 
the need for advertising creativity research, Hirschman (1989) states that creative ideas 
do not emerge in isolation, rather it’s the outcome of social relationships that affect 
the process of creative advertising messages. The importance of collaboration was 
readily acknowledged in interviews with key creative personnel for the development 
of major and world level famous advertising campaigns for Levis Strauss (Champa, 
1995b), Budweiser (Champa, 1996c) and MasterCard (Champa, 2000a).

Intellectual and artistic collaboration has been defined as “the interdependence 
of thinkers in the co-construction of knowledge” (John-Steiner, 2000, p.3). Reasons 
to collaborate include an increase in intellectual resource, improved results and 
emotional satisfaction (Kraut, Egido, & Galegher, 1990). Smith and Arnston (1991) 
view creative collaboration as “a reciprocal, open dialogue which aims at a discovery 
of self and the transcendent nature of truth” (p.62) and a method for two people 
to achieve a state of experience beyond the material world. As an example, Smith 
and Arnston argue that the relationship between the artists Vincent Van Gogh and 
Paul Gaugin enabled each of them to achieve higher levels of creativity in their art 
than they would have been able to do alone. This in fact strengthens the proposition 
that high creative outcome (and hence a creative advertisement) is the result of team 
members’ collaboration. 

2.2 Collaborative dimensions and team creative outcome

As for the dimensions of collaboration against which team members’ interactions 
could be evaluated, Smith and Arnston (1991) stated that the criteria for collaboration 
include genuineness, empathic understanding, positive regard for the other, presentness, and 
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aspirit of mutual equality. Barron (2000) studied problem-solving groups and found 
that collaboration depends on the degree of mutuality, the amount of joint focus, and the 
degree to which the group members hold a collaborative orientation, rather than an individual 
one. Schrage (1995) presented the broadest set of criteria in regards to collaboration. 
Competence in domain, as evidenced in individuals is fundamental to the success of 
the collaborative team, shared and mutually understood goals, respect, tolerance and trust, 
space (physical dimension in collaborative relationships as the shared area whether 
it is a room, chalkboard or drawing table), representations of shared ideas, continuous 
but not continual communication, formal and informal work environments and clear areas of 
responsibility without strict boundaries. 

The Schrage (1995) dimensions for creative collaboration is most extensive and 
covers almost all the dimensions of collaboration as stated by Smith and Artson 
(1991) and Barron (2000). For instance, “the positive regards for others, and spirit of 
mutual equality” dimensions of Smith and Artson (1991) are reflected by the “respect 
for tolerance and trust” dimension of Schrage, the presentness dimension is reflected by 
“representation of shared ideas, and continuous communication” dimensions of Schrage 
(1995). Similarly, the dimensions “the degree of mutuality, and the group orientation 
towards collaboration rather individual one” of Barron (2000) are reflected by the “shared 
and mutually understood goals” dimension of Schrage, the amount of joint focus dimension 
is reflected by “representation of shared ideas, shared and mutually understood goals, and 
continues communication” dimensions of Schrage (1995). In addition, Schrage (1995) 
also highlights the importance of other dimensions for creative and more functional 
collaboration including Competence in domain, clear areas of responsibilities but without 
strict boundaries, and the domain specific knowledge and competency of the team members. 
Hence, this study considers the Schrage model of collaboration as more comprehensive 
and encompassing for understanding the collaborative dynamics of creative team in 
advertising agencies.

2.2.1Competence in domain 

One of the foremost dimensions that Schrage states necessary for effective col-
laboration is domain-specific knowledge of creative team members. A collaboration 
of incompetents, no matter how diligent, cannot be successful (Schrage, 1995). A 
certain minimum threshold of competence is required for each member of the col-
laborative team. The knowledge of a domain refers to the knowledge base acquired to 
generate new ideas (Sosa & Gero, 2007). Effective acquisition of a solid and diverse 
knowledge foundation has been stated to increase the chances of generating creative 
outcomes (Sosa & Gero, 2007). Decades of research evidences that to a very large 
extent, success in the fields of music, sports, games and other complex domains re-
flects the knowledge and skills acquired through experience. This domain knowledge 
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helps the creator to relate various concepts from his knowledge pool and transform 
it into a novel idea (Sosa & Gero, 2007). Past research is undoubtedly clear that one 
of the largest sources of individual differences in peoples’ performance on complex 
tasks is due to the factor of what and how much people know, that is, the declarative, 
procedural and strategic knowledge acquired through years of training and practice 
in their domain (Hambrick &Meinz, 2011). Renzulli and Reis (1991) and Torrance 
(1962) emphasizes that past experience in creative involvement is a key indicator of 
creativity. Similarly, Ericson and Charness (1994) state that the effects of deliberate 
practice-engagement in activities specifically designed to improve performance in 
a domain are more far reaching than is commonly believed. Further, the domain 
knowledge including the basic knowledge and skills that individuals acquire (before 
and on the job) strongly correlate with the amount of working memory (Hambrick 
& Meinz, 2011). Thus we believe that domain knowledge and competence (relevant 
formal education, trainings, and experience) would have positive effect on the creative 
performance of a collaborative group. More specifically, greater domain knowledge 
will reflect more creative outcome and vice versa. 

Proposition: The domain competence of creative team members will have a greater positive 
influence on the creative performance of advertising creative team. 

2.2.2 Shared and understood goal 

The literature consistently highlights that one of the essential elements of suc-
cessful collaboration is its focus toward a common goal and a clear purpose (Fisher, 
Hunter, & Macrosson, 1997; Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Harris & Harris, 1996).This 
shared understanding of goal in fact creates a synergy, otherwise every member in the 
collaboration may not be able to contribute commonly and the resulting outcome 
may not truly reflect the aim of the collaboration, rather a combination of irrelevant 
pieces. The greater is this understanding of the project goal; the most relevant will 
be the contribution of each collaborator towards the whole. If a goal is ambiguous 
or ill-defined, the group will lack motivation and commitment. As Schrage (1995) 
states that the collaborators should be absolutely clear about what needs to be ac-
complished. They may tend to indulge in questions and answers about the task of 
how far along they (each member) understand the main goal of the task. Katzenbach 
and Smith (1993) have described five types of teams and how low performing teams 
differ than the high performing teams. The “working team, pseudo team and potential 
teams are low performers and their common reason is lacking common focus on the 
project goal. The “working group” consists of individuals who come together primarily 
to share information, best practices, and perspectives without a real set of group objectives. 
A“pseudo-team” is where a team may have a significant performance need but is not 
really trying to achieve it; and where there is no common purpose and as such the 
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sum of its whole is less than the individual parts. A“potential team” is a team that is 
focused on an incremental performance need but there is a bias for reaching high 
performance. As a result, there is no accountability and mutual support for one 
another to achieve the group goal. A“real team” is a group of individuals who are 
equally committed to a common purpose for which they hold each other accountable 
(Regan, 1999). Yet another higher performing team is “high performance team” where 
the group members are not only committed to a common goal but also support one 
another for the combined success of the project. 

Thus, we believe that in creative collaboration, the collaborators will be much 
clearer about what they are required to produce with greater amount of support for 
one another, and they will feel reciprocal accountability to one another since they 
will consider the failure of any one member as the failure of the entire collaboration. 
Based on this, the following proposition is developed. 

Proposition: The sharing and understanding of advertising goal will have a greater positive 
influence on the creative performance of advertising creative team. 

2.2.3 Creation of shared space

All collaborations rely on shared space. By shared space, Schrage (1995) means the 
collaboration tools used for visual display of ideas and thoughts including blackboards, 
project rooms, drawing tables or papers being passed between the collaborators at a 
coffee bar or lunch table. Whether physical or electronic, shared space is essential 
to successful collaboration as it provides a medium for communication or exchange 
of ideas. These shared spaces (physical or electronic shared space) stimulate think-
ing aloud and creating information together (Bredemeyer, 2002). The shared place 
should be equally accessible to all team members, dynamic and easily manipulable 
and capable of recording and preserving collaboration thought (Bredemeyer, 2002). 
Bredemeyer further clarifies that the best shared spaces stimulate the senses and the 
mind even when collaborators are separated by distance or time. Thus, we believe 
that the more shared space options (physical or electronic or both) are available to a 
collaborative team (creative team) for sharing of ideas, the greater will be the creativity 
of the outcome. 

Proposition: A rich shared space in advertising agency will have a greater positive influence 
on the creative performance of advertising creative team.

2.2.4 Representation of shared ideas

Representation of shared ideas means in how many ways collaborators represent 
their ideas (Schrage, 1995). Collaborators usually fuse multiple perspectives of a task 
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and hence they must use multiple representations for each of the perspectives. Schrage 
use the example of molecular biologists complementing their experimental data and 
discussions using computer models of organic structures. Similarly, theater directors 
rely on critical representations of text, actors’ impressions, set designers, and possible 
audience response in order to fine-tune performances. Hence, greater representation of 
shared ideas is a significant element of effective and high performance collaboration. 

In advertising agencies, creative team members typically express their rough 
creative concepts on a piece of paper or some other medium (shared spaces in this 
thesis) by using multiples perspectives. Other representations include photographs, 
typed copy or illustrations that all serve to express the ideas. They may even use mul-
tiple perspectives for a sub-task such as headline, story writing (the inherent drama 
in ad), and visualization. Since more representation of shared ideas about the task 
(i.e., the ad’s drama, headline or tagline of the ad) helps in finding the most suitable 
idea that reflects the goal of the advertisement, the resulting outcome will be more 
representative of the collaborators. Hence, we believe that if the art director, copy 
writer and creative director use numerous perspectives to present their ideas, their 
collaboration will be more effective and unique.

Proposition: The greater and multiple representations of shared ideas between creative 
team members will have a greater positive influence on the creative performance of advertising 
creative team.

2.2.5 Continuous but not continual communication 

Another dimension for successful collaboration is continuous communication 
(Schrage, 1995). Continuous communication keeps the collaboration alive and its 
group members active for the given task. Collaborators create a rhythm and a flow of 
communication appropriate to their relationship in which they continuously meet with 
one another and discuss the issue without a great time gap. This does not detach the 
collaborators from where they were discussing the last time they met compared to 
continual discussion in which there is a greater amount of interruptions and time 
gaps. Since there are no greater time delays in the task related communication, con-
tinuous communication is more task focused. Compared to communication with 
many interventions and time gaps, continuous communication takes the project to 
its end such that every member of the collaboration contributes effectively due to 
the avoidance of frequent interruptions. Based on this, it is proposed that creative 
teams with continuous communication will be more productive than ones where 
communication occurs frequently but with much more interruptions (continual 
communication). 
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Proposition: The greater continuous (not continual) communication between creative team 
members will have a greater positive influence on the creative performance of advertising team.. 

2.2.6 Operation in both formal and informal environments 

Creative collaboration and hence creative outcome occurs in multifaceted for-
mal and informal environment. Schrage (1995) exemplifies that most of the creative 
outcomes in the field of art and science-from Niels Bohr to Vincent van Gogh, took 
place in informal environments like cafés and wilderness trips. Champa, as reported 
in a series of articles about creative inspiration, noted that creative advertising teams 
work in spaces that range from formal offices (1999b) to taverns (1991a) and airports 
(1995b). However, the formal setting has got its own importance where the need for a 
creative idea emerges (Schrage, 1995). In fact, working in both formal and informal 
environments, especially the latter, provides an opportunity for the collaborators 
to discuss freely, brainstorm and create many alternative ideas, which is one of the 
principles of creative idea generation. That is, during the creative idea generation 
process, creative people try to generate as many ideas as possible through association 
of various concepts that reflect the advertisement’s central theme. The greater number 
of alternatives generated increases the likelihood that the resulting outcome will be 
more unique and creative. Thus, creative teams working in formal settings as well as 
in informal settings (e.g., break times in office such as lunch or tea breaks, arranging 
dinner at a restaurant etc) should lead to more creative outcomes compared to a 
creative team working on the advertising project only inside the advertising agency 
during official time. 

Proposition: The greater involvement of creative team members in both formal as well 
as informal environment will have a greater positive influence on the creative performance of 
advertising creative team.

2.2.7 Clear lines of responsibility but no restrictive boundaries 

The art director and copy writer in an advertising agency are responsible for the 
visualization of a creative idea and the verbal and written shape of the advertising 
idea respectively. Similarly, creative director supervises the entire creative project; 
however, it is not binding that creative ideas will always come from the art director, 
copywriter or creative director only. Though their responsibilities are divided func-
tionally, anyone can make contributions in one another’s areas during the creative 
process (Hirshman, 1989; Johar et al., 2001). From the perspective of Schrage (1995), 
what makes collaboration more creative and successful depends on how much one 
member consults, assists, and solicits ideas from the other member of the collabora-
tion, irrespective of their functional positions. In other formal settings in some other 
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organizations, such treatments or interactions may be considered more interference 
but in creative collaboration, there is little turf warfare because the collaborations are 
supposed to create one single collective solution to a given problem (Schrage, 1995). 
Thus, it implies that the greater is the reciprocal consultation and assistance process 
found in a collaborative group, the more the outcome will be creative. From an ad-
vertising perspective, we believe that the more a creative team is flexible in consulting 
and assisting one another in their functional areas (i.e., the copy writer assists the art 
director in the visual aspect of the idea, or the art director assists the copywriter in 
copywriting), the more creative advertising idea they will produce. 

Proposition: The greater cross functional support among creative team members will have 
a greater positive influence on the creative performance of advertising creative team.

2.2.8 Decisions are not made by consensus 

For an effective collaboration, the decisions may not only be made with simple 
consensus, rather there should be positive critique and argument-based reasoning for 
one another’s ideas. This argumentative discussion is usually depersonalized since 
each member of the collaboration thinks from the perspective of the creativity of the 
end product, the success of which is the success of the entire collaborative group. The 
amount of argument-based reasoning depends on the number of genuine disagree-
ments, how many perspectives and backgrounds each member uses, and the depth of 
discussion by the respective member in defending his point and idea (Schrage, 1995). 
It is important to note that collaborators, after argumentative discussion, agree on the 
direction they are taking, otherwise their collaboration would ultimately dissolve if the 
members consistently diverge (Schrage, 1995). Thus, it is not merely the consensus in 
its absolute term that makes an outcome less creative. What makes a consensus more 
effective is the way it is developed. If the consensus between the collaborators on an 
idea is arrived after logical discussion and sufficient background support aiming at 
the effectiveness of the final outcome, the consensus will be termed as more effec-
tive and the resulting agreement will contribute to more effective and higher quality 
outcome. Hence, the consensus thus arrived collectively based on objective ground 
will be a productive consensus resulting in a more creative and logical outcome than 
consensus reached for the sake of one another in any collaboration. 

Proposition: The greater argument and objectives based decision making in a creative team 
will have a greater positive influence on the creative performance of advertising creative team. 

3. Methodology 

The primary objective of this study is to understand the process of creative ad-
vertising design by looking at the collaborative dynamics of creative teams to find 
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out which type of collaborations produce more creative ads versus less creative ads. 
Based on this objective, this study takes a qualitative approach. To enhance the va-
lidity of the study findings, triangulation approach with a focus on semi-structured 
interviews followed by non-participant observation was used. Based upon literature 
review for team work collaboration and creative process, an interview protocol was 
developed. In order to provide a benchmark for understanding most creative versus 
least creative collaborative dynamics, a purposive sample of four advertising agencies 
with two agencies having won the advertising creativity awards and two agencies with 
no creativity awards was selected. 

In order to collect the data, an oral permission was obtained from four adver-
tising agencies. They were requested to participate in the study by designing a print 
advertisement which will be used only for academic purpose. For this purpose an 
advertising brief written by the researcher and checked by three creatives in two well 
known independent advertising agencies was given to each creative team in these 
agencies to develop a print advertisement. The brief asked for designing an advertise-
ment for a newly launching mineral water brand that contains the extract of Nigella, 
(Chemically named as Black seeds of Sativa) which strengthens the immune system 
of body as well as useful in body healing. The brief included all pertinent informa-
tion such as unique selling proposition (USP) of the brand, Target market and its 
specification, proposed personality of the brand, possible competitors etc. To collect 
data pertaining to teamwork interactions in the design of advertisement, a total of 
twelve semi-structured interviews from creative director, art director and copywriter 
were conducted in four advertising agencies respectively. This was followed by actual 
observation of advertising development process in general and the development of 
the experimental advertisement in particular, which took eight to twelve days in each 
respective agency. Once the experimental advertisements were developed, these were 
evaluated by each individual creative team member (art director, copywriter, and cre-
ative director) in an independent ad-agency using the novelty, meaningfulness, and 
relevancy measures of ad-creativity and its copy-visuals congruency (Ang, Leong & 
Lee, 2007). Out of four such advertisements, one advertisement was assessed most 
creative whereas three ads were assessed more conventional and least creative. The 
findings of the study in terms of creative team members’ interactions in each ad agen-
cy previously covered through interviews and observations during the development 
phase of their respective ads were then compared with the level of creativity assessed 
for their respective experimental ads. This led to the development of a preliminary 
model of collaborative creative process in advertising agencies. 
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4. Findings of the Study

Based on the researcher interviews from creative team members followed by 
observations of the interactions of creative process in ad-design in four ad-agencies, 
the study finds varying level of team collaboration and interactivity in least creative 
and most creative ad-agencies. In the ad-agency whose advertisement was rated most 
creative, team members intensively interacted especially in the goal sharing and 
brainstorming stage. They used different perspectives to promote their respective ideas 
such as quoting local examples of herbal drinks; however, they also supported other 
members whenever a novel and catchy idea was presented. They were observed as 
having one unit without any impressions of supremacy and team domination. Further, 
in the rest of the ad-development process, team members remained in close contact 
through office telephone and email. The ad-copies designed by copywriter were sent 
to creative director and art director for the next day discussion on it. Similarly, ad-de-
sign was also discussed in team. Though, in these respective sessions, the respective 
creative member, being the expert of his domain, remained more active, however, in 
any such meetings, decisions were based on logical and objective discussion. Contrary, 
in the least creative agencies whose ads were rated less creative or much conventional, 
decisions were mainly personalized due to greater domain expertise of one of the team 
member. It would be right to say that even in the goal sharing and brain storming 
sessions in these agencies, communication remained unidirectional such that instruc-
tions were mainly coming from the senior creative member. The ultimate outcome 
and hence all such team decisions reflected one senior member thought. Even in the 
rest of the creative process such as copy of the ad or the ad design work, it was either 
an individual task of the respective team member followed by final approval by the 
senior creative member or the outcome reflected the dictation of the senior creative 
member. To sum up, the most creative agency remained much interactive in terms of 
goal sharing, cross functional support, multiple forms of representations and argument 
based decision making compared to least creative agencies where such dimensions 
were either not prevailing or in a much lesser intensity. Based on the findings of the 
study, a model of collaborative creative process is proposed. 

4.1 Modeling collaborative creative process 

Based on the interviews of creative team members including copy writers, art 
directors and creative directors in four advertising agencies followed by their inter-
actions during the ad development process covering idea generation till the final ad, 
a preliminary model of collaborative creative process is proposed in figure 1. Before 
describing the collaborative creative process model, it is important to assume that 
there is an underlying motivation purpose for creative team members that drive the 
collaborative creative process. The model depicts that during the different stages of 
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creative process such as brain storming sessions for idea generation, copy writing and 
art design, creative team members involve in cross functional dialogue using multiple 
forms of representation such as verbal discussion, demonstration such as the use of 
white boards and paper sketches etc for sharing of their views. This multiple repre-
sentation by creatives not only foster creative process by enhancing team members’ 
understanding and sharing of the team goal to be accomplished, but also serves as a 
guiding light for objectivity in decision making by collaborating members. The model 
also suggests that besides the indirect influence of creatives’ multiple representations 
of ideas on objectivity in team decision making, it also directly results in teams’ argu-
ment based decisions. This sort of collaborative environment covers both divergent 
and convergent thinking which is considered central to creative outcome.

Another very important aspect of the model is the greater potential of the cross 
functional collaboration to further the domain competencies and skills of the cre-
ative team members in the form of new knowledge learnt as a result of collaboration 
and this further accelerates the process of collaboration and creativity. This view 
is substantially supported in teamwork and collaboration literature (Schon, 1983; 
Finlay, 2009). Further, the observation data reveals that the stage of goal sharing and 
idea generation (creative concept development) covered comparatively much greater 
collaboration than in copywriting and ad-visuals design. Hence, the model indicates 
the intensity level of this greater interaction by three different arrows having a thicker 
arrow for creative concept development than other stages of the creative process. In 
addition, the two-sided arrows between copywriting and ad-visuals design indicate 
that this sequence may reverse in different times such that a creative concept may be 

Figure 1: Collaborative Creative Process of Advertising



Wisal Ahmad, Mark Stufhaut, Joe Labianca172

captured first by advertising copy followed by ad-visuals and vice versa. 

5. Conclusion and Discussion 

The study findings reveal that creative team members in most creative advertising 
agency were possessing greater and balanced expertise in their respective domains 
which was found to play a determining role in establishing a conducive environment 
for cross-functional collaboration practices. It was found that during the preliminary 
sessions over the ad-brief understanding and idea generation, creative team members 
in the most creative agency were involved in a much involving and logical discussions 
over the advertising brief without any care or fear for their respective domains. They 
discussed different approaches, narrated their past experiences as well as possible social 
issues while suggesting a unique idea to present the advertising message. Creative team 
members used different ways to pass their message and make it more convincing and 
acceptable for other team members. For instance, this include verbal talk and demon-
stration. While discussing, they were trying to connect to and say “yes” or “no” to and 
disconnect with one another ideas. Contrary, in the least creative agencies, the study 
found that team members having imbalanced domain expertise with one member 
having high advertising knowledge dominated the others, and hence influenced the 
team interactions making it one sided such that the information was flowing mainly 
from the senior towards the junior creative team member. Decisions were mainly 
based on the inputs of senior creative member such that the other members were at 
the receiving end of the interaction. Overall, the interactive process in most creative 
agency was very much involving and objective with multiple forms of representations 
used by creatives compared to least creative agencies dominated by one or two creatives 
due to imbalanced configuration of team members domain knowledge, making the 
collaborative more subjective and less interactive. Based on the findings of the study, 
the study proposes a model of collaborative creative process in advertising design as 
shown in Figure1. 

Literature on teamwork evidences that team members with their respective domain 
knowledge form a knowledge relationship system which affects the level and pattern 
of team members’ interactivity (Schon, 1983; Quinn, 2000; Wasko & Faraj, 2005). 
Hence, team members possessing high or low or imbalanced domain knowledge is 
more likely to have different effects on team members’ interactivity and so on cross 
functional collaboration and team creativity. This study found that creative advertising 
teams in two of the least creative agencies were having imbalanced domain knowledge 
with one team member having high domain expertise and the other two members 
having less than one year domain expertise level. Contrary to this, team members 
with high and almost similar level of domain expertise were found highly interactive 
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without any member dominating the team collaborative process. The findings of this 
study fully substantiate the views of Wasko and Faraj (2005) who found that people 
share and contribute their knowledge when they perceive that they have experience to 
share, and when it will enhance their professional reputation. Hence, it is concluded 
that when team members with high domain-related competencies collaborate and 
involve in a debate using multiple perspectives for a given task, it creates better un-
derstanding of team goal which serves as a benchmark for objective rather subjective 
based decision making and hence such team members’ interactions generate more 
creative ideas. 

With its remarkable findings on creative process, this study also has some lim-
itations. Being the qualitative nature of the study, the superiority of the proposed 
model cannot be established without its empirical validation. Future research should 
therefore empirically test the model with a large sample size of creative teams in suffi-
cient number of advertising agencies. Further, the organizational practices in Asian 
cultures significantly vary from those in other developed cultures such as Europe, 
America, and Germany etc. Hence, the study could be replicated in developed part 
of the world. Moreover, this study looked at the collaborative dynamics of creative 
teams while designing print advertisements. The nature of creative elements may vary 
in print and television advertisements such as the actual demonstration of creative 
message, advertising tone and jingles etc. which are not required for print advertise-
ments. Hence, future studies should look into the team collaborative practices while 
designing a television advertisement. 

6. Limitations and Future Research Directions

Though with the obtained evidence, the proposed model is plausible, however, as 
with all qualitative research studies, the superiority of the proposed model cannot be 
established without its empirical validation. Future research should therefore empiri-
cally test the model with a large sample size of creative teams in sufficient number of 
advertising agencies. To do so, it is suggested to preferably follow the methodological 
approach of Harvey and Kou (2013) due to its simplicity but more rigor in captur-
ing team members’ interactions. Second, the present study was conducted in four 
advertising agencies in Pakistan, a country of true reflection of Asian culture. The 
advertising industry of Pakistan and so its professional practices are still in infancy 
stage with comparatively low level of professionalism. Organizational practices in 
Asian cultures significantly vary from those in other developed cultures such as Eu-
rope, America, and Germany etc. Hence, it raises the question of transferability of 
such results to other such cultures. Future researchers should study the replicability 
of the collaborative creative process model proposed in this study in more developed 
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cultures. Third, this study looked at the collaborative dynamics of creative teams 
while designing print advertisements. While the components of creativity may not 
vary, the nature of creative elements may substantially vary in print and television 
advertisements such as the actual demonstration of creative message, advertising 
tone and jingles etc in television advertisements which are not required for print 
advertisements. Hence, a creative team may require a richer collaboration to design 
a television advertisement. Thus, to understand the creative advertising process in a 
more integrated and holistic way, future researchers should study the creative teams’ 
interactions while designing television advertisement. Fourth, as discussed above in 
detail, the proposition of greater domain expertise and cross functional collabora-
tion was not supported in one of the least creative award-winning agency. Previous 
research on teamwork in organizations and creativity states that perception about the 
work environment affects teamwork (Goold, Craig & Coldwell, 2008). Future studies 
should therefore also consider the effects of team members’ perception about work 
environment on team members’ motivation to engage in cross functional collaboration 
and its ultimate results on creativity. 
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