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Synopsis:	
The	designer	of	2015	is	solving	COMMUNICATION	problems.		
The	designer	of	2025	will	be	solving	BUSINESS	problems	and	SOCIAL	problems.	

The	world	of	advertising	has	moved	beyond	a	“hard	sell”	of	products,	services	and	
organizations.	“Storytelling”	was	once	the	way	a	brand,	nonprofit	organization,	or	candidate	set	
itself	apart	from	competitors.	Top	advertising	agencies	would	craft	elaborate	stories	that	would	
make	consumers	fall	in	love,	get	angry,	laugh	themselves	to	tears,	or	break	their	hearts,	all	in	
the	name	of	a	brand.	It	worked.	It	was	effective.	But	consumers	are	no	longer	passive	audiences	
-	they	want	to	be	part	of	the	narrative.	What	a	brand	DOES	is	more	important	to	consumers	
than	self-serving	messages.	

This	shift	requires	design	educators	to	evolve	from	teaching	brand	communication	(static	ads	or	
moving	–	in	both	senses	–	images),	to	teaching	creative	problem-solving	and	business-building.		

Fig.	1:	deciding	on	a	problem	
Students	and	professor	work	together	to	choose	a	problem	to	solve.	



Teaching	by	Storydoing	

By	Summer	Doll-Myers	and	Ann	Lemon	
Kutztown	University	of	Pennsylvania	Communication	Design	

	
	
INTRODUCTION	
Today,	advertising	does	not	build	the	whole	story	of	a	brand		
	
“Ask	CEOs	whether	their	company's	products	are	differentiated,	and	80	percent	will	say	yes;	in	
stark	contrast,	just	10	percent	of	customers	agree.”	(Ryan)	
	
In	today’s	hyper-connected	world,	the	most	engaging,	carefully	constructed	communication	can	
be	quickly	undone	in	the	“real	world”	by	a	bad	Yelp	review,	or	an	embarrassing	customer	
service	failure.	One	has	to	look	no	further	than	the	United	Airlines	“brand	promise”	of	“Friendly	
Skies,”	(Fig.	2)	in	unfortunate	juxtaposition	with	the	actual	treatment	of	customer	Dr.	David	
Dao,	who	was	forcibly	dragged	from	his	seat	and	beaten	in	an	attempt	to	confiscate	his	seat	on	
an	overbooked	flight.	The	resulting	PR	nightmare	for	United	is	ongoing	(Fig.3).	
	
Advertising	can	only	confirm	what	consumers	already	know	to	be	true	about	a	brand.	

	

Fig.	2:	Brand	story	
Image:	mcgarrybowen,		
United	campaign	re-launch	2013.	

	

Fig.	3:	Brand	reality	
Photo:	Joshua	Lott	/	Getty	/	AP	Images.	
66740459

The	new	challenge	in	brand	communication	is	no	longer	crafting	stories,	but	creating	change	
itself:	“Storydoing"	vs.	"Storytelling".		Believe	it	or	not,	today’s	Fortune	500	companies	often	
turn	to	consultants,	including	their	ad	agencies,	to	understand	what	customers	believe	about	



the	brand,	need	and	want	–	and	to	develop	new	ways	of	ACTING	to	meet	those	customer	wants	
and	needs.		

“In	an	age	where	just	communicating	your	brand	isn’t	enough...businesses	need	to	think	
about	brand	building	from	the	bottom	up.”	–Danielle	Tiedt,	CMO,	YOUTUBE.		

Consumers	are	overwhelmed	with	problems,	and	telling	them	about	solutions	isn’t	enough.	
Whiter	teeth	–	lower	insurance	premiums	–	better	customer	service	–	all	these	advertising	
claims	become	a	blur	unless	they	are	“lived”,	or	passed	on	by	a	trusted	friend	as	news.	

Agencies,	and	the	creatives	who	work	in	them,	are	now	expected	to	help	their	clients	“do”.	
How?	By	using	creative	problem-solving	to	make,	do	or	invent	something	that	attracts	attention,	
causes	action,	creates	an	emotional	response,	and	generates	talk	and	free	media	exposure.	
Find	a	problem;	answer	it.	Forget	about	shooting	a	lovely	print	ad!	

An	early	example	is	the	development	of	the	Nike	+	app	and	sensor	(Fig.	4)	by	the	advertising	
agency	R/GA.	Charged	with	uncovering	a	true	customer	benefit	and	communicating	it,	after	
much	research,	the	agency	proposed,	not	an	ad	campaign,	but	a	new	product	enhancement	–	a	
sensor	and	corresponding	app	that	would	track	steps,	miles,	and	other	fitness	data	from	the	
wearer’s	shoe	(this	preceded	Fitbits	and	Apple	Watch	by	a	decade).	Instead	of	a	flashy	
commercial	starring	the	feats	of	Michael	Jordan,	Nike	innovated	by	offering	the	customer	a	
truly	useful	tool,	and	let	word-of-mouth	spread	the	news	(of	course,	they	also	introduced	the	
new	product	with	a	series	of	ads).	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Fig.	4:	Nike+	shoe	insert,	show,	and	app	logo	
Image:	R/GA	

Other	agencies	including	Crispin	Porter	+	Bogusky	also	have	changed	their	process.	Creative	
director	and	innovator	Alex	Bogusky	required	his	creative	teams	to	present	each	advertising	
idea	in	the	form	of	a	Press	Release	–	rather	than	doing	an	ad	(which	interrupts	the	news),	they	



were	charged	with	creating	something	hilarious,	fascinating	or	useful	(Which	IS	the	news).	
Teams	responded	with	ideas	like	“The	Whopper	Sacrifice,”	where	Facebook	users	were	asked	
to	"unfriend"	10	people	and	receive	a	free	Whopper	in	return	(“Who	would	you	sacrifice	for	a	
Whopper?”)	and	the	“Whopper	Freakout”	(Figure	5)	–	both	of	which	made	national	news,	as	
well	as	spreading	like	wildfire	virally.		

	

	

	

	
	
	

	

	

Fig.	5:	“Whopper	Freakout”	video	
Image:	Crispin	Porter	+	Bogusky	

	
“The	premise	of	the	"Whopper	Freakout"	campaign	is	as	enchanting	as	it	is	perverse:	
Burger	King	employees	claim	corporate	overlords	have	stricken	the	belly	buster	from	
the	menu	one	day	so	Academy	Award-nominated	director	Henry-Alex	Rubin	(Murderball)	
can	document	fast	food	junkies	twitching	and	spewing	when	they	find	they	can't	have	it	
their	way.	Day	two	of	the	experiment	saw	competitors'	sandwiches	replace	the	
Whopper	and	again,	hungry	fans	got	riled	up	and	professed	their	love,	before	the	King	
himself	appeared	to	make	things	right.	The	results	of	the	big	BK	joke	contributed	to	an	
eight-minute	webfilm	full	of	brand	evangelism,	focus	group-y	responses	("Level	of	1-10,	
how	pissed	would	you	say	you	were...?"),	bewilderment	and	good	old	fashioned	hunger-
induced	American	crankiness.	Customers	storm	back	to	the	counter	demanding	their	
beloved	Whoppers	when	they	realize	they've	been	served	Big	Macs	or	Wendy's	burgers,	
only	to	have	the	counter	attendants	remind	them	that	BK	doesn't	serve	"fried"	burgers.	
Other	more	wistful	BK-goers	give	folksy	Whopper-tinged	anecdotes	about	family	
bonding	and	passage	into	manhood.”	(AdAge)	
	

	“Don’t	make	an	ad,”	Bogusky	charged.	“Make	a	thing,	and	then	make	an	ad	about	the	thing.”	
(Maravilla)	What	he	means	by	that,	is	that	an	agency’s	job	is	now	to	“make	a	thing”	–	to	invent	,	
build,	say,	or	stage	something	that	will	create	news	in	order	to	compete	for	attention	against	
every	form	of	content	–	editorial,	advertising,	and	otherwise	–	in	the	entire	world,	online	and	
off,	at	any	given	moment.	A	tall	order	-	and	one	that	is	not	usually	solved	by,	for	example,	a	
newspaper	ad.	

	



CHANGING	EDUCATIONAL	APPROACHES	

How	do	we	teach	these	out-of-the-box	thinking	skills	to	undergraduate	art	majors?	

This	way	of	working	opens	up	possibilities	for	teaching	design	thinking,	teamwork,	and	
collaborative	problem-solving	in	new	ways.		

At	Kutztown	University,	our	Communication	Design	seniors	are	prepared	with	the	typical	
graphic	design	classes	in	all	the	fundamentals	–	design	principles,	digital	skills,	typography,	
image-making,	branding,	page	design,	strategy,	and	so	forth.	They	have	taken	introductory	
advertising	design	classes	to	learn	about	research,	target	market	and	competitive	analysis,	
developing	unique	product	insights	and	creative	strategy,	practice	copywriting	and	art	direction,	
motion	design,	storytelling,	sequential	imagery,	and	even	digital	marketing	and	social	media	
advertising.	In	other	words,	they	know	how	to	come	up	with	a	“selling”	idea,	and	create	
interesting	and	compelling	ads	to	tell	the	story	(Fig.	6).	They	are	practiced	storytellers.	
	
	
	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Fig.	6:	Traditional	ad	campaign	
Image:	Award	winning	subway	poster	ads		
created	by	student	Ciara	Sweeney		
are	an	example	of	a	traditional		
“storytelling”	style	


































