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Abstract 

By the end of the second quarter of 2016, Facebook had approximately 1.7 

billion active users, thereby offering marketers an effective platform for developing 

creative campaigns. Considering the significance of creativity in social media 

campaigns, and given the paucity of studies on this topic, the need for qualitative 

research to fill this gap was clear. Therefore, this thesis was aimed at providing a 

conceptual basis for understanding how advertising agencies produce creative social 

media campaigns. The research adopted a grounded theory method involving in-depth 

interviews with social media professionals from 20 Australian advertising agencies. 

Nine themes emerged from the findings with regard to increasing creativity in 

developing social media campaigns: the agency–client relationship, trust, risk attitude, 

openness, target audience, budget, time, creativity components, and the creative 

process. These themes were grouped into three main factors: client, agency, and 

creativity. The findings point to conflicts between social media agencies and their 

clients which are also typical of the conflicts observed between advertising agencies 

and their clients. Respondents reported that most of these conflicts can decrease 

creativity, and the clients should be more open to the agency resolving these conflicts. 

Finally, the thesis concludes with implications for marketers, limitations, and areas for 

further research. 

Keywords: advertising, creativity, social media, advertising agencies.  
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1 Introduction and Background 

While it took radio 38 years to build an audience of 50 million listeners, and 13 

years for TV to draw this many viewers (Calisir, 2003), Facebook attracted 100 million 

active users in less than a year. In 2016, the number of social media users will be 

approximately 2.13 billion; this will grow to about 2.44 billion by 2018, in stark contrast 

to the 1.4 billion users in 2012 (Statista, 2016). By 2017, advertisers worldwide will 

allocate approximately USD 36 billion to social media spending, up from around USD 

23.7 billion in 2015 (eMarketer, 2015, April 4). These numbers and statistical data 

indicate the significance of social media networks for both consumers and 

organisations. This rapid growth in the number of social media users provides 

organisations with a significant channel for releasing their advertisements on a large 

scale. Although most advertisers have adopted social media (Dahlen & Rosengren, 

2016; Hudson, Huang, Roth, & Madden, 2016), to date, no study has investigated the 

creativity in the development of social media campaigns.  

Advertisers should “think outside the ad” (Rosengren, Dahlén, & Modig, 2013), 

and social media platforms offer organisations a new, effective advertising platform. 

Therefore, noticing the substantial value of social media, many organisations have 

begun allocating more of their marketing budget to this tool (Hudson et al., 2016) to 

promote awareness and attract attention from customers (Berger & Milkman, 2012; 

Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014). However, since capturing attention through social 

media can be a difficult task, an effective strategy is to run a highly creative social 

media campaign. 

In the social media era, advertising agencies have become major players in the 

development of social media campaigns. In fact, the number of digital advertising 
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agencies now exceeds that of their traditional counterparts (Sasser, Koslow, & Kilgour, 

2013). Therefore, a company (client) will often hire an agency to develop their social 

media campaigns (Heo & Sutherland, 2015; Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015), but in most 

cases, these agencies struggle with the creative aspect of developing social media 

campaigns. It has been shown that the clients can influence the creative work of their 

agencies (Koslow, Sasser, & Riordan, 2006; O'Connor, Koslow, Kilgour, & Sasser, 

2016), and the conflicts between these parties seems to be a major issue in developing 

a creative social media campaign.  

This study investigated creativity in social media campaigns and what makes 

some campaigns more creative than others. However, there is a lack of consensus 

between practitioners and account executives in advertising agencies on how to 

evaluate creativity in the work (O'Connor et al., 2016). Furthermore, there have been 

few studies on the role of creativity in developing social media campaigns. Thus, to 

provide a holistic understanding of the components, strategies, and process of social 

media campaigns that lead to high creativity, this study used grounded theory to see 

things as they are, not as they are preconceived to be (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

1.1 Creativity in Advertising 

Creativity is an unquestionably essential part of advertising (J. Chen, Yang, & 

Smith, 2016; Lehnert, Till, & Ospina, 2014; Rosengren et al., 2013; Stewart, 2016), but 

what is creativity in the advertising context? Creativity is difficult to describe, and its 

definition depends on the field or industry. According to El-Murad and West (2004), it 

depends on the purposes of the creativity in the particular field, such as art. They 

further explained that while advertising must accomplish the objectives set by others, 

it is not the same situation in the arts. More interestingly, even in the advertising 
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industry, practitioners and account executives define creativity differently (Kilgour & 

Koslow, 2009).  

Creativity, as the soul of advertising, has become an important aspect of 

increasing the effectiveness of an advertisement (El-Murad & West, 2004; Hartnett, 

Kennedy, Sharp, & Greenacre, 2016; Wang, Dou, Li, & Zhou, 2013), and it is 

considered to be “a driver of competitive advantage” (Fillis, 2002, p. 386). Therefore, 

organisations acknowledge the importance of creativity in making effective 

advertisements that generate customers’ awareness and increase sales.  

1.2 Agency–Client Relationship  

“The agency–client relationship is like a marriage: without nurturing, it falls 

apart,” (Heo & Sutherland, 2015). This relationship has been widely studied in the 

literature (Beverland, Farrelly, & Woodhatch, 2007; Grant & McLeod, 2007; Heo & 

Sutherland, 2015; Wang et al., 2013), yet it is not well understood, and this relationship 

remains complex and sometimes conflictual (Gambetti, Biraghi, Schultz, & Graffigna, 

2015). Creativity is an essential factor of the client–agency relationship, and the ability 

to inject creativity into advertisements can be the major criterion for hiring or firing an 

advertising agency (West, 1999). If the campaign outcomes do not meet the client’s 

expectations, accordingly, the client will consider the agency to be at fault, terminate 

its contract, and search for a new agency (Wang et al., 2013). However, if the creative 

outcomes fail to satisfy the client’s expectations, the client should be aware that they, 

too, have an impact on developing creative campaigns. 

1.3 Advertising on Social Media  

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as “a group of Internet-based 

applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, 
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and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (p. 61). The 

definition of a social media campaign has been appropriately defined by American 

Marketing Association as “A group of advertisements, commercials, and related 

promotional materials and activities that are designed to be used during the same 

period of time as part of a coordinated advertising plan to meet the specified 

advertising objectives of a client.”  

The evolution of social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, has 

influenced most individuals’ lives (Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014; Knoll, 2016; Ngai, Tao, 

& Moon, 2015) and societies (Valentini, 2015). More than a communication tool that 

allows individuals to connect with each other, social media provides consumers with 

additional information about particular products or services (Colliander, Dahlén, & 

Modig, 2015). For instance, social media makes it possible to communicate with an 

organisation, such as submitting feedback. Therefore, these platforms (see Table 1.1) 

provide important marketing channels for marketers to launch their campaigns and 

achieve their advertising objectives (Gironda & Korgaonkar, 2014). However, 

organisations face difficulties in executing creative social media campaigns; thus, they 

prefer to contact agencies to manage their campaigns. 
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TABLE 1.1: Social Media Platforms 

 

  Source: Mangold and Faulds (2009) 

In response to the rapid increase in the adoption of these platforms among 

individuals, organisations have shifted from traditional media to social media to 

improve their advertising effectiveness (Lee & Hong, 2016). Organisations find various 

attractive benefits to integrating social media into their media advertising channels, 

such as word-of-mouth campaigns (Godes & Mayzlin, 2009), enabling marketers to 

reach consumers through a new touch point (Shankar, Inman, Mantrala, Kelley, & 

Rizley, 2011). Moreover, organisations adopt social media to build and maintain strong 

relationships with consumers (Hudson et al., 2016), and this ultimately affects the 

consumers’ purchase decisions (Hutter, Hautz, Dennhardt, & Füller, 2013). 
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1.3.1 Advertising Agencies and Social Media Campaigns  

Advertising agencies should devise new ways to include consumers in the 

advertisement process and earn their attention (Rosengren et al., 2013; Sheehan & 

Morrison, 2009). As Ashley and Tuten (2015) state, “When developing marketing 

communications plans, brands go where the customers are – both in terms of message 

strategy and media planning.” However, some researchers have suggested that 

marketers should use new and unexploited media to gain valuable benefits, and have 

called upon researches to investigate the role and importance of choosing creative 

media (Dahlén, 2005).  

The rise of digital media has encouraged agencies to evolve and change their 

platforms by allocating a new digital department or buying a small digital company 

(Sheehan & Morrison, 2009). Further, they realised that because of the evolution and 

growth of digital media, consumers have moved away from traditional to online media 

in order to enjoy the benefits of the latter. In addition, social media users who are 

exposed to marketing campaigns forward them to their contacts through these 

networks (Noort, Antheunis, & Reijmersdal, 2012).  

1.3.2 Social Media Advertising in Australia 

The Australian advertising industry is similar to that in any other developed 

country, such as the United States or the United Kingdom (O'Connor et al., 2016). In 

2016, an eMarketer (2016, February 19) report estimated that approximately 12 million 

people in Australia were using social media every month, showing a 2.3% increase 

from 2015. This report further indicated that Facebook and Twitter were the most 

popular social media platforms among Australians.  
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Therefore, marketers and advertisers in Australia dramatically increased their 

social media advertising budgets to effectively reach their customers and 

constructively respond to them. It has been forecasted that by 2018, advertisers in 

Australia will allocate nearly 51.7% of their total advertising spending to digital 

marketing (eMarketer, 2015, March 18). Since advertising in Australia demands a high 

level of creativity (O'Connor et al., 2016), it is important to clearly understand the 

mechanisms involved in producing creative social media campaigns.  

1.4 Research Significance and Motivation 

Belch and Belch (2013) reassure us that “creativity is alive and well” (p. 398). 

Moreover, creativity is an important aspect of advertising that leads to many substantial 

benefits for organisations. Some researchers have even evaluated creativity as the 

only element of successful advertising (Nyilasy & Reid, 2009). Moreover, Zinkhan 

(1993) states that “advertising, as we know it, could not exist without creativity” (p. 1). 

Therefore, creativity in the advertising industry is being studied increasingly in the 

marketing research (Xiaojing & Smith, 2009) and discussed as a primary component 

of a successful advertisement (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015; Wang et al., 2013). Thus, 

advertising creativity has become an attractive topic for researchers (Lehnert et al., 

2014) and many are calling for further studies (O'Connor et al., 2016). 

Marketing managers have a valuable opportunity to improve their promotion mix 

by including social media when they develop and execute their integrated marketing 

communication strategies (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). However, simply having a 

presence on social media platforms is insufficient; the campaigns need to be more 

creative to achieve desirable advertising objectives, such as increasing awareness and 

sales.  
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Researchers have various perspectives on creativity within advertising field 

(Verbeke, Franses, Le Blanc, & Van Ruiten, 2008), but they have never examined 

creativity in developing social media campaigns. Accordingly, advertisers must 

understand what makes social media campaigns creative. Thus, the results of this 

study may provide significant practical contributions regarding how agencies produce 

creative social media campaigns. Moreover, the aim of the study was to offer 

marketers strategies for improving the creativity in social media campaigns and a 

suitable process for developing creative social media campaigns.  

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, the current study is the first to adopt 

an inductive ground theory methodology to examine creativity in developing social 

media campaign. Moreover, the adoption of this method will contribute significantly to 

the literature by clarifying for scholars researching advertising how social media 

campaigns work and how to exploit creativity to influence consumer behaviour.  

1.5 Research Problem 

In response to social media’s rise, some observers predicted the “death” of 

traditional advertising, but instead, the advertising improved and adapted to the new 

media (Campbell, Pitt, Parent, & Berthon, 2011). In fact, social media has dramatically 

influenced the advertising industry. According to Sasser and Koslow (2008), the 

creative revolution in advertising has just begun, and using new media could make this 

creativity even more powerful.  

Furthermore, as with traditional marketing campaigns (O'Connor et al., 2016), 

researchers and practitioners do not understand what makes social media campaigns 

more creative and thus better able to achieve the advertising objectives. In the 

advertising industry, the meaning of creativity in social media advertising is not well 
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understood or defined. Thus, this study was intended to explore the meaning and 

components of creativity in the social media advertising context. 

1.6 Research Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to develop an inductively grounded theory for 

creativity in developing social media campaigns, with the aim of providing deep insight 

into how agencies produce creative social media campaigns. Generally, the aim was 

to achieve the following objectives: 

1. Explore the components of creative social media campaigns. 

2. Uncover the creative process of developing social media campaigns. 

3. Understand the role of creativity in developing social media campaigns.  

1.7 Purpose and Research Question 

This study will contribute to the existing literature and offer academics and 

practitioners solid knowledge of the process and importance of injecting creativity into 

social media campaigns. Thus, the purpose of this study was to provide a holistic 

understanding of the elements of social media campaigns that lead to highly creative 

outcomes from the agency’s perspective. 

Due to the nature of the adopted grounded theory method, this research began 

with a broad question:  

RQ: How do advertising agencies produce more creative social media 

campaigns? 
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1.8 Thesis Structure 

This master’s thesis comprises five chapters. The present introductory chapter 

has discussed the background of the issue of creativity in social media campaigns, the 

research problems and objectives, and the research question. Chapter 2 will review 

the literature on creativity in the development of social media campaigns. 

Subsequently, Chapter 3 will describe and justify the research method and provide a 

detailed explanation of the sampling method and semi-structured interviews used to 

collect the data. Chapter 4 will present the findings of the study. Finally, Chapter 5 will 

analyse and discuss the findings and highlight the implications and limitations of the 

study. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This section presents the literature review to provide a summary and critical 

review of the related studies and existing knowledge in the area of creativity in social 

media campaigns. The purposes of this literature review are to justify the current study, 

introduce related terminology and definitions that have been used in this field, and 

describe related studies and how the current research might extend them or identify a 

gap that needs to be filled. 

2.2 Advertising Creativity 

2.2.1 Advertising Creativity Components 

Advertising creativity researchers generally agree on the elements of creative 

advertising: originality and appropriateness (Sheinin, Varki, & Ashley, 2011). In fact, 

the majority of advertising creativity definitions in the literature include the following two 

dimensions: novelty (newness, originality) and usefulness (value, appropriateness) 

(Sheinin et al., 2011). Some studies indicate that while researchers agree more on 

originality than appropriateness, both components are important in defining creativity 

(Koslow, Sasser, & Riordan, 2003). Wang et al. (2013) identify originality as a 

significant element of creativity in a campaign. However, they focus solely on originality 

and neglect all other facets of advertising creativity. According to West (2012), 

“Originality is required, but insufficient condition for creativity: the work must be of 

value, that is, it should be appropriate” (p. 212).  

In their contribution to the literature, Lehnert et al. (2014) examine the 

relationship between divergence and meaningfulness to advertising creativity. They 

appropriately define divergence as “the original, novel difference found within 
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advertisement” and meaningfulness as “how the advertisement relates to goals of the 

brand, firm, and designer producing the advertisement” (p. 275). They argue that the 

advertisement will not be creative unless it is meaningful. Moreover, Lehnert et al. 

(2014) find that creativity has two elements: (a) divergence (newness, novelty, and 

originality) and (b) meaningfulness (appropriateness and connectedness). Similarly, 

Koslow (2015) states that if the advertising is original, but not appropriate, it is just odd.  

Lehnert et al. (2014) also find that although meaningfulness is a significant 

element of advertising effectiveness, it has less importance to creativity than 

divergence does. Likewise, Koslow et al. (2003) observe that some researchers 

believe that there is less agreement on what appropriateness means than is the case 

with originality. This might be because, as Koslow et al. (2003) state, there is a lack of 

consistency in the definition of appropriateness. While advertising researchers have 

discussed and investigated creative advertising components in general, there has 

been no study investigating this issue within the social media context. 

2.2.2 Agency–Client Relationship and Creativity  

Agencies are eager to understand why their clients change agencies (Dowling, 

1994). Attempting to answer this question, Dowling (1994) finds four reasons as 

follows: (a) the campaigns do not increase sales, (b) disagreement between the 

agency and client on the campaign objectives, (c) uncertainty about the campaign’s 

effectiveness, and finally, (d) the client simply dislikes the campaign. Although the first 

three reasons seem logical, the final one seems groundless, particularly if it is not 

associated with a reasonable justification for disliking the agency. If the client truly does 

not like the campaign, they may request more creative work or fire the agency (Koslow 

et al., 2006). Of course, the agency might be the main reason for the creative 
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advertisement’s failure; however, O'Connor et al. (2016) suggest that the clients should 

also review their work to understand the reason for their discontent. 

O'Connor et al. (2016) state that for many agencies, the effect of the client on 

the creative process remains controversial. Moreover, although they notice that 

openness is a difficult for a number of clients, the findings show that the client’s 

openness to new ideas is still the essential element of producing more creative 

campaigns. However, Sasser et al. (2013) state that even if the client is open to 

exploring new ideas, they might not receive the advertisement they expect. This might 

be because the agencies complain about the clients’ bureaucracy and the large 

number of organisational levels and employees who are responsible for making these 

decisions (Gambetti et al., 2015). However, it is not only the client that must be open 

to new ideas to produce creative work; the agency’s employees must also feel 

confident and supportive of their colleagues and foster an open environment (Estanyol 

& Roca, 2015). O'Connor et al. (2016) suggest that instead of concentrating on 

relationship-oriented elements, such as trust (Wang et al., 2013), the client will benefit 

from focusing on the three dimensions of Koslow et al. (2006) study to influence the 

advertising agency (see Table 2.1). 

 

 

TABLE 2.1: Clients’ Influential Dimensions in Agency Creativity 
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 Dimension  Sub-dimension Finding  

1 Setting a 
direction 

Strategic brief With little support, a client with a strategically 
oriented brief can enhance creativity.  

Client openness Creativity can be increased if the client is willing to 
collaborate with agencies and explore new ideas.  

2 Resourcing 
the agency 

Time Spending more time on advertising can increase 
creativity.  

Consumer 
research 

Accessing consumer research would provide the 
agency with valuable insights to produce more 

creativity.  

Budget Interestingly, although the budget allocation is often 
significant for improving the advertising outcomes, 
in this study, a tighter budget led to more creativity.  

Agency’s access 
to top 

management 

To increase creativity, it is not sufficient for the 
agency to have access to top management if the 

client is unwilling to explore new ideas.  

3 Evaluating 
the work 

Formal testing The study shows that some respondents 
experienced a positive relationship between formal 

advertising testing and creativity, while others 
experienced a negative relationship. 

Gambetti et al. (2015) discuss “the never-ending war” between clients and 

agencies. They appropriately describe the actual unfavourable nature of the client–

agency relationship and how each party in this relationship blames the other for a 

campaign’s failure. They state that the clients often blame the agency for lacking 

professional capability to deliver a highly creative campaign. Moreover, clients criticise 

agencies for not having a strategic focus in producing branding solutions.   

In examining the effects of advertising agencies’ creativity on the outcomes of 

campaigns, Li, Dou, Wang, and Zhou (2008) find interesting results. Their study 

provides helpful implications for practitioners, particularly agencies, who are keen to 

understand the appropriate strategies and guidelines for producing more creative 

campaigns. Since the agencies possess more professional knowledge than their 

clients do (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015; Wang et al., 2013), the clients may be incapable 

of recognising excessive creativity. Li et al. (2008) find that the outcome of a campaign 
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will be positively influenced by the agency. Interestingly, however, excessive creativity 

can be counterproductive and negatively influence the outcome. Moreover, external 

environmental factors can mediate the impact of creative advertising on the outcomes 

of campaigns. 

The above findings align with the results of (Gambetti et al., 2015) study that 

the clients blame their agencies without considering the major factors that can 

negatively affect an agency’s creativity. Although the creativity is ultimately within 

managerial control (Koslow, 2015), Li et al. (2008) state that there are some external 

environmental factors that neither the clients nor the agencies can control, such as 

market dynamism and competitive intensity. Ultimately, they conclude that this act of 

“inaccurate blaming” can damage the agency–client relationship in the long term. 

Marketers often rely on advertising agencies to produce creative works (Wang 

et al., 2013). However, Sasser and Koslow (2012) warn clients to be cautious about 

relying only on their agencies as “experts” because it will limit or results in a loss of 

potential skills that could enhance the advertising outcomes. Instead, Sasser and 

Koslow (2012) encourage clients to explore new ideas and share their knowledge with 

their agencies. Likewise, since the clients do not have the level of professional 

knowledge that their agencies have, Li et al. (2008) recommend that both the clients 

and agencies chase creative ideas, while also considering significant factors, such as 

the market conditions.  

2.2.3 Advertising Creativity and Risk  

Marketing managers must understand the organisation’s tolerance for risk to 

produce creative advertising (Baack, Wilson, Van Dessel, & Patti, 2016). West (1999) 

states that creative risk is “the degree of uncertainty of the results of the words, images, 
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or symbols used in an advertisement” (p. 39). Interestingly, not all agencies have the 

same perspective on taking risks; while some of them are keen on new ideas and risk-

taking, others aim for “safe” campaigns (West, 2012). 

Wang et al. (2013) examine how advertisers’ creative risk-taking influences the 

performance and originality of the campaigns. They state that the client’s propensity 

can influence the agency’s creativity as part of the initiative to take risks. In fact, they 

believe that if clients want originality in their advertisements, they assess their 

agencies’ willingness to take risks. Due to the clients’ reliance on the agencies, Wang 

et al. (2013) state that if a campaign fails, the client will fire the agency and hire a 

different one. As the authors state, the problem is that the client does not know that 

they too influence the agency’s output.  

They find that risk-taking advertisers can adopt two behavioural strategies to 

improve a campaign’s originality and market performance: (a) in selecting the agency, 

the client should adopt a creative qualification process that will match with the preferred 

agency’s capabilities, and (b) the client should build a trusting environment that will 

strengthen the relationship with the agency.  

2.2.4 The Creative Process 

Exploring how agencies undergo the creative process in developing a new 

advertisement is a useful and important issue for practitioners wishing to increase 

creativity. In their study, Turnbull and Wheeler (2015) use semi-structured interviews 

with representatives from 21 UK agencies to clearly understand how the agencies 

operationalise this process. Based on the interviews, the results reveal that the creative 

process in advertising has 24 stages (see Figure 2.1). Although not all interviewees 

follow each one of these stages, there are some that they all go through. For example, 
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most of the interviewees go through the Client Brief to Agency stage, emphasising the 

importance of providing an advertising brief to the agencies (Sasser & Koslow, 2012).  

FIGURE 2.1: The Creative Process in Advertising 

 

Source: Turnbull and Wheeler (2015) 

Turnbull and Wheeler (2015) find that none of the interviewees mentioned the 

importance of client generating ideas with the creative team, and some agencies adopt 

a “closed” technique that keeps the client out of the development process until the 

agency presents the work.  

However, Grant and McLeod (2007) argue that many advertising agencies 

encourage their clients to be involved more closely in the process of developing an 

advertisement. They further observe that the agencies show their willingness to involve 

their clients from the brief stage to the final stage of the creative development process. 

While the literature discusses the creative process in traditional advertising, to the best 
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of the researcher’s knowledge, no study has investigated this process in the context of 

social media.  

2.3 Social Media Marketing  

2.3.1 Social Media Advertising 

As a marketing tool, social media provides valuable opportunities for 

organisations to reach and build relationships with customers in a new way (Swani, 

Brown, & Milne, 2014; Yang, Lin, Carlson, & Ross, 2016). However, social media 

adoption as part of a marketing mix is still a relatively new concept (Knoll, 2016; Sasser 

et al., 2013). Therefore, due to the newness of the social media phenomenon and the 

consequences of lacking knowledge of how to use social media as a marketing tool, 

marketers hesitate to adopt social media, and they ultimately face difficulties in 

implementing successful social media strategies (Swani et al., 2014). Therefore, there 

is a need for a richer understanding of this new phenomenon to produce creative 

campaigns.  

As stated earlier, advertising has not become extinct; it has only improved with 

the use of new media (Campbell et al., 2011). In fact, social media has modified the 

marketing communication paradigm to include essential elements (see Figure 2.2). 

Companies adopt social media as a communication tool to improve the relationship 

with their customers (Colliander et al., 2015; Hudson et al., 2016) and enhance both 

brand equity (Swani et al., 2014) and brand attitude (Colliander et al., 2015). Moreover, 

the most unique feature of social media as a marketing tool is its cost effectiveness 

(Fulgoni, 2015; Yang et al., 2016); it also increases sales promotion (Ashley & Tuten, 

2015), purchase intention (Van-Tien Dao, Nhat Hanh Le, Ming-Sung Cheng, & Chao 

Chen, 2014), and ultimately sales (Flosi, Fulgoni, & Vollman, 2013).  
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FIGURE 2.2: The New Communication Paradigm 

 

Source: Campbell et al. (2011) 

Social media provides an effective advertising medium (Flosi et al., 2013) for 

communicating with customers (Colliander et al., 2015). Kover, Goldberg, and James 

(1995) define effectiveness as the ability of a commercial to elicit interest in purchasing 

or using the product in question. However, evaluating a social media campaign’s 

effectiveness is a complicated task (Allagui & Breslow, 2016). Topsumer and Yarkin 

(2015, p. 149) argue that “for advertisers, there is really no evidence that social media 

is effective for advertising” (p. 149). However, organisations can evaluate and measure 

the effectiveness of social media campaigns in different ways, such as the number of 

likes, click-throughs, and retweets. Advertisers can measure this by the number of 

users who pass the advertisement to others; it is called the propagation rate (Brown, 

Bhadury, & Pope, 2010). However, the reason why the users passed it along will be 

unclear (Araujo, Neijens, & Vliegenhart, 2015). Dickinson-Delaporte and Kerr (2014) 

find that campaign evaluations cannot simply rely on contents and conversations 
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through social media. However, there is a paucity of research on measuring social 

media advertising effectiveness (Chi, 2011) that can describe these issues.  

2.3.2 Social Media Advertising Strategies 

Social media advertising has unique features that distinguish it from traditional 

advertising, such as dual communication, inexpensive implementation, and 

widespread platforms. Employing a content analysis technique, Ashley and Tuten 

(2015) examine which social media platforms and creative strategies have been used 

and how they relate to consumer engagement with social media. They find that 

microblogs, microsites, social networks, and video sharing are the most popular 

platforms from the consumers’ perspectives. Moreover, they highlight that “while an 

advertising campaign may emphasize a brand’s unique selling proposition consistently 

throughout the campaign, when it comes to social media, these brands appear to be 

utilizing a variety of messages strategies” (p. 24). They indicate that brand marketers 

highly evaluate creative strategies because their significance in developing and 

producing advertisements. Although a content analysis, which is a qualitative method, 

can determine which social media platforms and strategies organisations have used, 

it cannot measure the effectiveness of creative strategies across different media. 

Topsumer and Yarkin (2015) investigate the five steps of the strategic planning 

process of social media advertising in the context of integrated marketing 

communications (see Figure 2.3). They indicate that social media demands a strategic 

and visionary approach in the development of an advertisement. Thus, they suggest 

that to produce a successful social media campaign, firms need to develop an 

effective, comprehensive social media strategy. They find that because each social 

media platform is distinct, firms must pay attention to these differences during the 
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strategic planning process. They also emphasise the importance of clearly defining the 

goals; otherwise, it is difficult to monitor efficiency. However, some creative team 

members believe that social media research should be included in the campaign 

strategic process development and evaluation (Dickinson-Delaporte & Kerr, 2014). 

FIGURE 2.3: Strategic Planning Process for Social Media Advertising 

 

 

2.4 Literature Gap 

The literature review indicates that the role of creativity and its processes in 

traditional advertising have been discussed and investigated in many studies that have 

been published mostly in leading academic journals in the marketing field (J. Chen et 

al., 2016; Nyilasy, Canniford, & Kreshel, 2013; O'Connor et al., 2016; Rosengren et 

al., 2013; Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015). However, the literature contains little research 

on creativity in online advertisements (McStay, 2010) and understanding the nature of 

the creative process that advertising agencies undergo (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015).  

A review of the literature on online marketing highlights that studies on social 

media advertising are increasing; however, social media campaigns remain poorly 

understood (Noort et al., 2012). Knoll (2016) appropriately contributes to the literature 

by reviewing recent academic studies on social media advertising. He states that 
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“almost all existing reviews of online advertising fail to provide an in-depth analysis of 

advertising in social media” (p. 266).  

Thus, the present study constitutes a response to the call for research in social 

media advertising (Lee & Hong, 2016; Noort et al., 2012; Van-Tien Dao et al., 2014) to 

fill the gap by providing a deep understanding of why some social media 

advertisements are more creative than others, to enhance the development of social 

media campaigns.   
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3 Method 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will discuss in detail the research methodology used to answer 

the research question, “How do advertising agencies produce creative social media 

campaigns?” Researchers have different beliefs and views regarding any particular 

subject; accordingly, they choose the most suitable paradigm for their investigation. 

After discussing and justifying the use of the chosen research method, I will describe 

the data collection method including the semi-structured interviews, sampling, and 

participants. Following the discussion of the data collection method, a detailed 

description of the data analysis will be provided.      

In social science, quantitative research was mostly adopted in the 20 th century. 

However, this research approach suffers from major issues. For instance, it does not 

clarify people’s feelings about particular subjects and the meanings those subjects hold 

for them, and it requires a large sample of the population. Therefore, to overcome 

these issues and address the need for a more accurate and in-depth understanding of 

the reality, qualitative research has been developed as a superior approach. 

Furthermore, grounded theory has become the most common method for analysing 

qualitative data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Thus, this study adopted a grounded theory 

approach and an interpretative research paradigm. The next section will provide more 

details about the chosen method. 

3.2 Research Method 

The aim of this study was to investigate creativity in developing social media 

campaigns from the agencies’ perspective. As mentioned, social media is a relatively 

new phenomenon (Lee & Hong, 2016) that researchers have not adequately studied 
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as a marketing tool (Swani et al., 2014). Moreover, Knoll (2016) finds that almost all 

contributions of substantive theories to the online advertisement literature have failed, 

and that studies on creative social media campaigns are lacking. Therefore, there is a 

need for such qualitative studies that can assist marketers, particularly advertisers, in 

achieving their advertising objectives.  

Many scholars have examined the evolution of the marketing paradigm (Achrol 

& Kotler, 2012). However, the marketing field has been dominated by the logical 

empiricist paradigm, while other research approaches have been neglected (Arndt, 

1985). According to Clark (2015), logical positivism is still the dominant theoretical 

paradigm. However, marketers should adopt constructivism and interpretive research 

to provide more insight or a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation (Hanson & Grimmer, 2007).  

The paucity of literature on the phenomenon of creativity in social media 

campaigns is the most important reason for the adoption of grounded theory. 

According to Corbin and Strauss (2015), a qualitative research method, and 

particularly grounded theory, is the most appropriate method for tackling a subject on 

which there has been little research. This constant comparative method provided the 

opportunity to deeply understand creativity in developing social media campaigns from 

the perspective of professionals working in agencies.  

Grounded theory emphasises social processes or actions to observe actual 

occurrences. The objective of using this method is to study a phenomenon or process 

rather than describe a setting. In contrast to the traditional way of conducting research, 

which begins with a hypothesis or theory, grounded theory operates in reverse and 

begins with an open question or questions or even with the data collection. Finally, in 
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the present study, grounded theory provided rich data from the experiences of the 

study participants as the basis for explaining creativity in social media campaigns. 

3.3 Data Collection 

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

As mentioned, the aim of this exploratory study was to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of, and deep insight into, how advertising agencies 

produce creative social media campaigns. Therefore, the most accurate technique for 

achieving this aim was the semi-structured qualitative interview. The objective of using 

this technique is to gain an in-depth understanding of the participants’ perspectives. 

This technique fits with the grounded theory method particularly well because both 

grounded theory and semi-structured interviews depend on flexibility (Charmaz, 2014; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2015). During the interviews, the interviewer adjusted some of the 

questions on the basis of the progress of the interaction with the interviewee. 

Moreover, the objective of adopting semi-structured interviews is to provide 

richer and more reliable data than any other data collection method. This particular 

advantage is significant in conducting grounded theory studies because only the data 

constitute the base for the discovered theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), and these data 

provide the researcher with solid material for conducting a significant analysis 

(Charmaz, 2014). In fact, I allowed the participants to express their own ideas without 

interrupting them, to increase the validity of the data. Moreover, while interviewing the 

social media professionals in advertising agencies, this technique allowed me to keep 

an open mind about what needed to be illuminated in order for concepts and ideas to 

emerge from the data (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  
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The use of grounded theory is aimed at seeing the world as the insiders do from 

their internal vantage point (Charmaz, 2014); thus, this study used “native categories” 

while interviewing the participants. A similar study by (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015) 

examines the creative process in UK advertising agencies using grounded theory, and 

the authors adopt “native categories” in their interview technique. The objective of 

using this technique is to allow the participants to explore their ideas using their own 

words, without cuing them. According to Charmaz (2014), “We study how they explain 

their statements and actions, and ask what analytic sense we can make’ (p. 3). 

 The interview guide comprised three parts (see Appendix 1). First, the 

participants were asked to describe a social media campaign on which they had 

worked. Second, repertory grid analysis, based on Kelly’s (1955) personal construct 

theory, was used to elicit the participants’ personal constructs in detail. Third, questions 

were posed regarding the participants’ personal perspectives and views on creativity 

in developing social media campaigns. The questions began with “What can you tell 

me about...”, “Can you think of…”, “Can you describe…”, etc. Moreover, follow-up 

questions based on the participant’s responses were asked to prompt further 

explanations or details that would improve the quality and richness of the data.  

The repertory grid analysis required the participants to think of three 

creative/effective and three uncreative/ineffective social media campaigns on which 

they had worked, and then explain how two of them were similar and different from the 

third. The purpose of this technique is to generate a large number of attributes in the 

participants’ vocabulary, rather than in the researcher’s vocabulary, and identify the 

constructs that are significant to the participants, rather than the interviewer (Hawley, 

2007). While the first question of the repertory grid “Q2” was appropriately asked and 

answered, the second question “Q3” was not sufficiently answered.   
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In developing an understanding of a particular domain from the participants’ 

perspectives, there is potential for interviewer bias arising during the interview, as with 

other qualitative interviewing methods. However, adopting this technique allowed me 

to elicit the participants’ perceptions without my interference or bias (Whyte & 

Bytheway, 1996). Interestingly, this technique aligns with grounded theory and 

interpretive research because it effectively enables the researcher to clearly 

understand the phenomenon before developing a theory (Edwards, McDonald, & 

Michelle Young, 2009).  

To improve the trustworthiness of the interview questions, I approached both 

academic and professional social media experts to review the questions. In addition, I 

reached out to other researchers who had conducted similar studies on creative social 

media campaigns within advertising agencies, to examine and provide feedback on 

the questions. According to Corbin and Strauss (1990), “Discussions with other 

researchers often lead to new insights and increased theoretical sensitivity as well…  

and provide an excellent supportive resource” (p. 11). This is an important step in 

minimising leading questions and ambiguity. Moreover, to ensure consistency and 

reliability, the interview questions were identical for all participants, and I conducted all 

of the interviews one-on-one. Moreover, the thick description of this study and the use 

of two different methods enhance the credibility of the study, and this ultimately 

increases the trustworthiness.  

3.3.2 Sampling 

Theoretical sampling is a purposive sampling approach that I used in this study. 

The purposive selection of participants targeted Australian advertising agencies 

offering services for developing social media campaigns. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
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define theoretical sampling as “the process of data collection for generating theory 

whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses his data and decides what 

data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it emerges” 

(p. 45). Based on this definition, the unique feature of this technique was an iterative 

process of sampling, rather than a single step. In this technique, I chose an initial 

sample, collected and analysed the data, and then decided who and what to collect 

next to develop the theory. This functioned as a guide for me that indicated whether to 

continue or cease collecting data. 

Theoretical sampling was used for the data collection for many reasons. 

Grounded theory advocates the researcher sampling only data that are meaningful 

and relevant to the study’s theory (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This sampling technique 

uncovers and generates emerging concepts and develops theoretical categories. 

Moreover, theoretical sampling provides a structure for both the data collection and 

analysis, and it enhances the rigour of the research.   

Furthermore, the aim of the study heavily influences the choice of the sampling 

method. As mentioned, since the practitioners and I do not have a clear understanding 

of creativity in social media campaigns, this study was intended to provide a holistic 

understanding of how advertisers can produce more creative work. Thus, for this 

explanatory qualitative study, theoretical sampling was the most appropriate approach 

due to the difficulty of identifying the right participants in advance (Ritchie, Lewis, 

Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013).  

3.3.3 Participants 

The sample for this study comprised professionals who had designed social 

media campaigns for clients. All participants were working in advertising agencies in 
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Sydney, Australia. The reason for choosing Australia was because it possesses the 

highest level of creativity in the region (O'Connor et al., 2016), and Sydney is the city 

with the largest number of advertising agencies in Australia. The sample included 10 

males and 10 females to minimise gender bias (see Table 3.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 3.1: Sample Description 

 Pseudonym Role/Position  Gender Years of 
Experience  
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1 Chloe Social Media Strategist Female 10 years 

2 Ryan Social Media Manager Male 9 years 

3 Hannah Head of Social Media Female 6 years 

4 Thomas Creative Strategist – Social Media Male 18 years 

5 Harrison Head of Social Media Strategy Male 14 years 

6 Grace Social Media Coordinator Female 9.5 years 

7 James Social Media Marketing Analyst Male 5 years 

8 Evie Community Manager – Social Media Female 5years 

9 John Social Media Executive Male 7 years 

10 Emily Social Media Specialist Female 6 years 

11 Sophie Social Media Manager Female 9 years 

12 Amelia Digital Consultant Female 12 years 

13 Olivia Social Media Manager Female 6 years 

14 Adam Social Media Planner Male 16 years 

15 Ethan Head of Digital Strategy Male 20 years 

16 Harry Social Media Planner Male 16 years 

17 Mia Digital and offline Media Planner Female 5 years 

18 Jack General Manager of Social Media Male 10 years 

19 Roland Digital Marketing Planner Male 10 years 

20 Sara Digital Media planner Female 7 years 

The interviews were conducted in a way that was convenient for the participants 

such as the interviews’ place and time. To recruit the interviewees, I initially sent an e-

mail to each potential participant. In this e-mail, I explained clearly the nature of the 

study and its objectives, and requested an interview. When an individual did not reply, 

I followed up with a phone call, and then a visit to the agency. Approximately 50 

advertising agencies were e-mailed, called, or visited, and representatives from 20 of 

them agreed to participate in this study.    

At the time of the interview, the reason for the interview and the study objectives 

were explained to the participant, and he/she then signed the Participant Information 

and Consent Form (see Appendix 2). This consent provided the potential participants 

with sufficient information to make a decision about whether or not they wished to 
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participate in the study (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This form comprised three parts: (a) 

explanation of the study and the researcher’s details, (b) explanation of the interview 

questions, and (c) discussion of ensuring the confidentiality of the participants’ 

information. Regarding the last part, the hard copy of the data was stored in the 

researcher’s university office in a locked cupboard, and the electronic copy of the data 

was saved on a password-protected computer in the researcher’s university office.  

On the Participant Information and Consent Form, the participants indicated a 

time and location of their convenience for the interview. Each interview lasted between 

60 and 90 minutes, and the majority of the interviews occurred between 8:30 am and 

2:30 pm. Most of the interviews were done in the participant’s office, and some of them 

were conducted outside the agency, such as in a coffee shop or building lobby, to avoid 

interruptions and biased anonymity (Koslow et al., 2003).  

After informing the participant, the interviewer audio-recorded the interview to 

facilitate the analysis. Subsequently, the interviewer transcribed the interviews 

verbatim and assigned each interviewee a pseudonym to ensure the confidentially of 

all the participants.  

The results of the study were made available to all participants upon request. I 

informed the participants that they could request the results of the study by e-mail. In 

fact, the Participant Information and Consent Form included the following sentence: “If 

you would like a summary of the results of the study, please send a request to the 

researchers via e-mail” (see Appendix 2).   



 

 

32 

3.4 Data Analysis 

3.4.1 Coding  

“Analysis is a process that goes on throughout the research… and is the act of 

interpreting data for meaning” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The data analysis was based 

on the grounded theory method and involved the use of a coding process. Unlike other 

qualitative research approaches, this grounded theory method involved coding the 

data as soon as they were collected, to sharpen my understanding, help with 

theoretical sampling, and direct the next interview (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). According 

to Charmaz (2014), in grounded theory coding, when the researchers take chunks of 

the data apart and ask themselves what meanings they glean from these chunks, they 

begin the analysis process. She further states that “Coding is the pivotal link between 

collecting data and developing an emergent theory to explain these data” (p. 113). In 

other words, the researcher starts conceptualising what is happening in the data. 

Ritchie et al. (2013) state that “Coding refers to aspects of the way researchers label 

and re-label their data during analysis” (p. 292). In grounded theory, the essential 

process is coding whereby the data are broken down into components, then names 

are assigned to them. 

In this study, I reviewed all transcripts and field notes, and gave different labels 

to each component that had potential theoretical significance (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

Bryman and Bell (2015) further state that while a qualitative approach requires data to 

fit into preconceived, standardised codes, in grounded theory, my emergent codes 

were shaped by the participants’ interpretations of the data. In addition, coding is more 

tentative in grounded theory than in relation to the generation of quantitative data. To 

analyse the data, I followed the grounded theory process steps of open coding, axial 

coding, and selective coding.  
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3.4.2 Memo and Sorting  

Similar to the importance of open coding, memo and sorting are significant 

elements of grounded theory. Bryman and Bell (2015) define memos in grounded 

theory as “notes that researchers might write for themselves and for those with whom 

they work concerning such elements of grounded theory as coding or concepts” (p. 

588). As part of a constant comparison, I wrote memos to refine and raise ideas and 

obtain data from the participants. As a significant step in grounded theory, I began 

writing memos in the early stages of the data collection to simplify the theoretical 

sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). 

After developing and saturating all categories, I began sorting them. Sorting 

facilitates the theoretical development of the analysis and the formulation of the theory 

to write the thesis. According to Charmaz (2014), “sorting gives you a logic for 

organizing your analysis and a way of creating and refining theoretical links that 

prompts you to make comparisons between categories” (p. 115).  

3.4.3 Theoretical Saturation 

As mentioned, I used theoretical sampling and carried out an iterative process 

until I reached the saturation point. In qualitative research studies, it is impossible to 

know how many participants should be interviewed to achieve theoretical saturation 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). In this grounded theory study, I continued sampling theoretically 

until the data were saturated in each category and no more insights were being 

generated from new data. According to Corbin and Strauss (1990), theoretical 

sampling allows researchers to achieve representativeness of concepts, not of 

persons, and consistency. The theoretical saturation of categories in this study was 

the indicator that the theory was complete (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). “By engaging in 
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theoretical sampling, saturation, and sorting, you create robust categories and 

penetrating analyses” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 224). 

In this study, I achieved the saturation point through the constant comparison 

of incidents, thereby increasing the credibility of the study (Charmaz, 2014). Constant 

comparison is “a process of maintaining a close connection between data and 

conceptualisation, so that the correspondence between concepts and categories with 

their indicators is not lost” (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 585). According to Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), regardless of the data collection method, the researcher must adopt 

constant comparative techniques. I coded and analysed the data using the constant 

comparative technique to establish analytic distinctions and make comparisons at 

every stage of the analytical work (Charmaz, 2014). The constant comparison 

technique helped me safeguard against bias, achieve greater precision and 

consistency, and increase the validity of the findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  

 Generally, the saturation point is reached when no more new information or 

properties emerge from further data (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Moreover, if the sample 

size is based on saturation, it is pointless to specify how many participants are needed 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015). Moreover, while there is no specific sample size in grounded 

theory studies, researchers are encouraged to continue to the point of theoretical 

saturation (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Grant & McLeod, 2007). However, Creswell (1998) 

suggests that 20–30 interviews is acceptable for grounded theory, and Kvale (1996) 

recommends that to reach saturation, 10–15 interviews are sufficient. In grounded 

theory, beginning with a larger number of participants is recommended (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015). Therefore, the study satisfied the recommendation, as 20 

professionals from Australian advertising agencies were interviewed.  
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3.5 Ethical Considerations 

One of the most important aspects of conducting research is ethics (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015). As explained, the study used a theoretical sample to uncover and 

generate more emerging concepts to produce a theory. The results that the interviews 

yielded produced a large amount of data; thus, it was essential to use an audio-

recorder to facilitate and organise the task. According to Bryman and Bell (2015), in 

qualitative research, the issue of confidentiality and anonymity highlights many 

difficulties, such as the identification of individuals, companies, and places. According 

to Corbin and Strauss (2015), “Maintaining anonymity and confidentiality of 

participants are important aspects of doing research” (p. 44). After informing the 

interviewee about the recording of the interview and recording the interview and 

subsequently transcribing it verbatim, I assigned the interviewee a pseudonym. In 

other words, I ensured privacy and confidentiality by de-identifying the participants.  

If a participant were not to consent to the recording of the interview, I could take 

notes. However, all participants accepted the recording of the interview and signed the 

Participant Information and Consent Form including the explanation of the study, 

contact details of the researchers, and the confidentiality of the information (see 

Appendix 2). Ethical approval was obtained from the Human Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC) at Macquarie University (see Appendix 3). 

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a detailed description of the research methodology 

of this study. Some scholars argue that the most widely cited method in the social 

science literature is grounded theory; however, the marketing literature has yet to 

adequately adopt this method (Gummesson, 2003), and positivism remains the 
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dominant paradigm (Clark, 2015). Therefore, I adopted the qualitative research 

method of grounded theory to see the world from the participants’ perspectives and 

explore their inner experiences, and adopt a comprehensive approach to study a 

phenomenon that has not been studied before (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).    
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4 Findings  

4.1 Introduction 

This study aims to provide a deep understanding of how do advertising agencies 

produce more creative social media, and what makes some campaigns more creative 

than other. This chapter will present the analysis of the 20 semi-structured interviews. 

Pseudonyms were used for all of the participants to protect their identities and maintain 

the confidentiality of their data. The study revealed several factors that influence 

creativity in social media campaigns: the agency–client relationship, trust, risk attitude, 

client openness, target audience, budget, time, the creative process, creativity 

components, and understanding social media. In this chapter, comprising two main 

sections, I will present the results of this study based on the in-depth interviews. First, 

I will present the findings from the interview guide questions as main themes. Next, I 

will provide the findings of the repertory grid analysis as constructs. Using two different 

techniques increases the data quality and, ultimately, the credibility of the research.  

4.2 Interview Guide Findings 

The analysis of all the interviews unveiled several major conflicts between 

advertising agencies and their clients that limit the ability of the former to produce more 

creative outcomes in social media campaigns. In particular, the data evince nine main 

themes: the agency–client relationship, trust, risk attitude, client openness, target 

audience, budget, time, the creative process, and creativity components. Furthermore, 

the data show that several factors (client, agency, and creativity) highlight the 

difference between creative and uncreative social media campaigns (see Figure 4.1).    
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FIGURE 4.1: Main Themes 

 

4.2.1 Client Factors 

4.2.1.1 Agency–Client Relationship 

The data reveal that one of the most important factors in producing more 

creative social media advertisements is establishing and maintaining an extraordinary 

agency–client relationship. The data also reveal the importance of good relationships 

being maintained from the top senior level all the way down to the day-to-day workers 

are essential, as this positivity will yield better work, which will ultimately lead to more 

creative social media advertisements. In fact, all the study participants emphasised the 

importance of having healthy relationships in order to deliver creative work, and 

avoiding blaming each other when a campaign fails. For example, one participant said 

the following:  

Different clients can get different results depending on how they interact 

with the agency. It is a very, very, very important thing that you have a 
really good relationship, you have a trusting relationship between the 
agency and the client to reach the creative outcomes… Many clients will 

be less likely to give us a platform where we can really be flexible and do 
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something creative and new, unique and innovative. They just want their 
traditional, down the middle, you know, boring, old advertising 

campaign… Whereas other clients – and these are generally smaller 
clients – will be far more willing to kind of stretch the boundaries or do 
something unique or something really different. 

                     John, Social Media Executive 

A lot of the time, what actually happens is that the client briefs us, and 
we develop a strategy and an insight. So, when we come back, there is 

a kind of discussion on different things. But I think if you have a good 
relationship with your client, and know they know that you have more 
experience, they are probably more likely to accept your 

recommendations and, yeah, and kind of help you deliver more creative 
solutions.  

                                                                               Ryan, Social Media Manager 

The two quotations above stress the importance of building a good agency–

client relationship. In fact, John points out a significant issue in developing social media 

campaigns – namely, that while the agency aims to have a strong relationship with its 

client, the client does not always have the same tendency as the agency. While 

agencies may try their best to build strong relationships, clients tend not to treat an 

agency as an important party that can considerably enhance a campaign’s creativity. 

He further emphasises that in order to produce more creative work, both sides need to 

have positive interactions and discussions. Accordingly, the client should provide 

freedom and flexibility for developing creative social media campaigns. Offering more 

space and pushing the boundaries for the agency will allow the agency to deliver a 

better outcome on a campaign. Unfortunately, the percentage of clients who prefer 

developing traditional campaigns is greater than that of clients who aim to develop 

creative campaigns. It might be, as one of the respondents commented, that these 

clients need to play it safe and therefore will not do anything risky: 

So, I think rather than just saying here’s our idea, it’s a risk, yes 
or no.  No, okay, well we won’t go with it, we’ll go with the safer 
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option.  I think that you have to work hard to know why is the client 
not accepting it?  

                                                                         Grace, Social Media Coordinator 

Ryan’s passage points out that the client and agency need to clearly understand 

each other from the beginning of the campaign, based on the creative brief that must 

cover and explain essential information about a campaign. The ultimate goal of 

fostering a good agency–client relationship is to facilitate and simplify the creative 

process to produce creative outcomes. If the client’s desire is to achieve creative 

outcomes from a social media advertisement, the client should understand that the 

agency is capable of delivering a high level of creativity. When the client forces their 

ideas on the campaign and directs the agency according to their personal perspective, 

it will not only negatively affect the creativity but will also lead the campaign to failure. 

Instead, it is essential for the client to trust the agency and build a healthy relationship 

to increase the advertising creativity.     

4.2.1.2 Trust 

To establish a good agency–client relationship, both parties have to trust each 

other. However, the data show that one of the main problems in developing creative 

social media campaigns is that the clients do not trust the agency enough. The majority 

of the respondents clearly explained their struggles to earn a client’s trust and what a 

long and laborious process this can be. Generally, this type of undesirable atmosphere 

will not motivate the agency to develop social media campaigns, neither will it produce 

more creative outcomes. Based on the data, all advertising agencies are willing to 

collaborate with their clients, but the clients should do the same to achieve the 

campaign’s objectives. Regardless of the client’s opinion on the idea, once they trust 

their agency, they trust the agency’s creativity.  
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I think the better your relationship is with the client, the more they trust 
you as an agency… Trust is so important, because if the client doesn’t 

trust you, it takes longer to produce work… if they always want to look 
over your shoulder and change things and they don’t trust you, then it 
just makes the process longer and it stifles your creativity as well. So, I 

think trust is extremely important.  

    Evie, Community Manager – Social Media 

They [clients] need to trust you. That’s one of the main challenges in 

developing creative social media campaigns. Of course, at first, once you 
have done a pitch for a client and you get it, they trust you a little bit. As 
time progresses and you might go through a bit of a rough stage, they 

start not to trust you, but as soon as you come back and you show them 
that you are there for them, that you want to see their challenge solved, 

then they will trust you… They [the client and the agency] need to trust 
each other to produce more creativity.  

        Grace, Social Media Coordinator 

The quotations above illustrate the importance of the client’s trust in making a 

campaign more creative. For example, Evie reinforces the strong link between trust 

and the agency–client relationship. A lack of trust between the agency and the client 

will negatively affect the work and limit the agency’s ability to produce more creative 

work. Moreover, the client’s trust is important because it can accelerate the creative 

process. However, Grace makes an important point that earning the client’s trust is the 

most difficult task in developing a social media campaign. The majority of the 

respondents agree that the beginning of the agency–client relationship – “briefing the 

agency” – is when the trust is at its lowest level. This period is critical and the first step 

in the agency–client relationship. Grace also indicates that the agency needs time and 

effort to earn the client’s trust. She suggests that achieving the client’s trust requires 

the agency to prove that it deserves trust by providing creative results. Earning the 

client’s trust will lead to several benefits, such as minimising the campaign’s risk and 

facilitating decisions related to the social media campaign.  



 

 

42 

4.2.1.3 Risk Attitude  

The results of this study reveal that risk-taking can produce more creativity in 

social media campaigns. However, there is a major conflict between the agency and 

its clients regarding such risk-taking in developing creative social media campaigns. 

While advertising agencies prefer to take high risks, most clients are risk averse. This 

conflict negatively affects the level of advertising creativity in a social media campaign. 

When designing a social media campaign, most clients prefer to choose traditional 

ideas that seem safe. Of course, developing a creative campaign for social media, 

where the client has no idea of the probability of the campaign’s success, will seem 

risky. However, most respondents reported that taking minimum to no risks in 

developing social media campaigns will not produce the desired outcomes.  

I think clients are always nervous when it comes to pushing things too 
hard in terms of creativity… It takes a while to build up trust with the 

client… and each time you do something that’s risky and it comes off and 
forms well, you gain trust. 

    Adam, Social Media Planner 

Above, Adam points out that clients tend not to be flexible or take risks. Clients 

might not see ads on social media and, thus, might not understand how social media 

ads work; this will cause anxiety about the outcomes. As a result, this anxiety will make 

these clients more risk averse. However, earning trust is an important factor that can 

reduce anxiety and minimise risk aversion. In fact, this trust will make these clients 

more risk tolerant. As mentioned before, building trust is not an easy task for an 

agency. As Grace explains, the agency earns the client’s trust on the basis of how the 

agency has successfully developed previous creative social media campaigns. Thus, 

once the agency earns the client’s trust, the client will accept the agency’s 

recommendations, which will persuade the client to take more risks.  
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The data show that clients do not like taking risks in social media campaigns for 

various reasons. For example, they lack knowledge of social media, since, as 

mentioned before, it is a new tool being used as a marketing channel, particularly in 

Australia. Thus, agencies should convince their clients of all the advantages of 

adopting social media as a marketing platform to gradually decrease their risk 

aversion. Thus, risk minimisation will allow an agency to produce more creative 

outcomes.  

The more risky the client is willing to be, the better, because we can be 
more flexible with our ideas. It just gives us more options and more 

opportunities to be different… So, the risker the client is able to be, the 
more creative the idea will probably become, because you can do a lot 

differently; like, there’s a lot more options open to you.  

                                                                                         John, Social Media Executive 

I think most clients would say there is risk with social media, based on 
the comments that people leave. In terms of risky creativity, yeah, they 

can push the envelope, and I think that they should, but social media 
seems to be the one place that they are more comfortable doing it than 

they are in e-mail or on their website or in a direct mail pack that they 
send out. 

                                                                                               Amelia, Digital Consultant 

The above passages demonstrate the relationship between risk and creativity 

in developing social media campaigns. John conveys that doing risky work can allow 

the agency to improve its creativity by developing new and more unique ideas that 

have never been used before. In other words, the client can receive a more creative 

social media campaign if they accept riskier ideas and allow the agency to adopt them. 

However, a client can also refuse to take high risks, and in such cases, the campaign 

outcomes will likely not break the boundaries and show creativity. Amelia states that 

negative feedback and posts regarding a social media campaign are the biggest risk 

from the client’s perspective. Social media is an open space where dissatisfied and 
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upset customers might express their anger in connection with an advertisement. Of 

course, this can negatively affect the success of the advertising and ultimately increase 

the client’s risk aversion. However, Amelia indicates that it is better for the client to 

“push the envelope” and take higher risks that will produce greater creativity than to 

avoid taking risks. 

4.2.1.4 Client Openness  

The data analysis also shows that while developing creative social media 

campaigns, the highly critical issue of dealing with close-minded clients can arise and 

stifle the creativity. The agency wants and encourages its clients to be more flexible 

and open in order to improve the work and enhance creativity; however, most clients 

are not willing to interact freely with the agency. Instead, most of them are “narrow-

minded” with a singular focus and perspective, according to one of the participants, 

which will negatively affect the agency’s ability to produce creative work. These clients 

restrict and limit the agency’s ability to increase its creative output in some important 

aspects of a campaign, such as exploring the ideas, selecting the platform, and 

allocating the budget and time. The following quotation provides an example of a good 

client, who is flexible with the agency:  

They need to trust you, want to work together, want to work with you… 

not what they call a master–slave relationship… So, some clients 
obviously want ideas that are different creatively... and the reason why 
they come to a creative agency is to come for the ideas. I think agencies 

really want to push the boundaries and do something different, like cause 
a reaction and really, like, do something that’s quite creative… Our client 

XXXX bank, for example, did push the boundaries in terms of creativity, 
but they really let us do what we wanted with that piece of work, and we 
are really proud of it, you know; it is so great… and a good agency is the 

same; they want to work hard for the client; they want to do the best 
creative work. 

                                                                                Adam, Social Media Planner 
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As Adam points out, it is important that clients are open and flexible to 

discussing with their agencies in order to produce creative work. It is clear that the 

agencies struggle with some clients, who restrict them with several guidelines and 

mandatory elements that will decrease their creativity. Adam believes that a good client 

partners with the agency and does not treat the agency as a supplier. The example of 

the XXXX bank demonstrates that being open with the agency will ultimately improve 

the work and increase creativity. Likewise, it is not only the clients who need to be open 

and flexible; as the participants indicate, the agency also needs to be open with its 

clients and listen to their opinions. The data reveal that many clients rely on the agency 

to develop creative ideas. Adam points out that the agency has more creative ideas 

than its clients do; thus, a client should be open to these ideas, if they actually need 

more creativity in their campaigns. Moreover, the client might have their own creative 

ideas that they should share with the agency to improve the creative outcomes. The 

bottom line is that both the agency and the client need to be open to each other to 

improve the process of developing a social media campaign and enhance creativity. 

4.2.2 Agency Factors 

4.2.2.1 Target Audience  

The data analysis suggests that the advertising agency should identify the 

client’s target audience if they need more creativity in the social media advertisement. 

Moreover, identifying this audience is not enough without a clear understanding of its 

characteristics. The agency should answer some important questions to understand 

the target consumers, such as what their demographics are, what they need and want, 

and what social media platforms they prefer. Answering such questions will shed light 

on the consumer for whom the creative social media advertisement is being developed. 
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 However, the main issue in identifying and understanding the target audience 

is that the clients themselves do not accurately specify and identify their target 

audience. According to many of the respondents, most clients fail to identify the right 

target audience for their social media campaign, and this puts more pressure on the 

agency to do the research to solve this problem:  

So, in social media, you have got amazing ability to target people by very 

granular things, but, if the client doesn’t know those things about them, 
then we have to make some guesses.  So, I think, sometimes campaigns 

don’t work because it’s hard to target their audience effectively. 

                                                                                   Amelia, Digital Consultant 

The importance of conducting consumer research clearly emerged from the 

interviews. Most of the interviewees consider such research as one of the main tasks 

in developing an understanding of their target audience.  

I definitely think that data and research lead to good insight, which then 

leads to a good proposition in the creative brief, which then leads to good 
ideas… there is a trend of a correlation between research and creativity, 
because I think research leads to insights which lead to creativity… I do 

think data, research, and insights lead to better advertising and more 
creative advertising.  

                                                                       Roland, Digital Marketing Planner 

So, social media is so powerful because we can deliver relevant 
messages to people. There is so much information about people and 
things like that and it’s the most information that’s probably ever been 

available to people in the history of advertising. I know that you have kids, 
I know where you live, I know how much time you spend there, I know 

where you travel to, I know what you are interested in, I know your e-mail 
address… all of these different things. You can’t get that from other forms 
of advertising; social media is the only one… So, your message has to 

be more relevant for them in order to be creative. 

                                                                              Ryan, Social Media Manager  
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 The above quotations emphasise the relationship between conducting 

research and increasing creativity in social media campaigns. Roland underlines that 

it is important to conduct research before developing the campaign, to gain valuable 

insight. Consequently, this insight will produce creative ideas that will improve the 

campaign’s outcomes. Moreover, Ryan believes that one of the essential steps in 

developing a social media campaign is clearly understanding the target audience to 

whom the message will be delivered. He points out that social media platforms provide 

tremendous information about people that is impossible to obtain from other 

advertising channels, thereby allowing advertisers to effectively identify the target 

audience and its members’ characteristics through categories such as users’ interests, 

demographics, and geographical area. 

4.2.2.2 Budget 

The interviewees reported that there is a positive relationship between budget 

and creativity in developing social media campaigns. The budget allocation is 

important for producing more creative social media advertisements. If the clients 

allocate more funds to the social media advertising budget, the creative team will be 

better able to develop more creative ideas. However, there is a major conflict between 

the agency and its clients regarding the amount required for this budget. The agency 

requires more money to produce more creative social media campaigns; however, 

most clients do not allocate enough funds for their campaigns. There was consensus 

among the majority of the respondents that this conflict is a major issue in developing 

more creative social media campaigns. The advertising agency blames the client for 

not allocating enough money to receive the campaign that they expect:  

If you do not have a big budget, the restraints and mandatories are quite 
high, and therefore you’re unlikely to get better creative work… Ideally, if 
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the budgets are bigger, you would probably see more creative options… 
if you have got a very tight budget, then you might have to probably only 

come up with one or two ideas, rather than ten ideas.  

                                                                        Roland, Digital Marketing Planner 

Budget is always a challenge because clients never put enough budget 
towards social media campaigns… In social media, people under–value, 

in terms of budget, the power of ideas … Platforms like Facebook and 
Instagram, brands that are getting in people’s space… People want 

Facebook and Instagram to be their own personal space. They don’t 
always want to be interacting with brands… So, the thing about budget 
is that people think that social media is a lot cheaper, but you still have 

to create a great piece in terms of content.  

                                                    James, Social Media Marketing Analyst 

The quotations above show that budget allocation positively affects advertising 

creativity in the development of a social media campaign. As Ronald demonstrates, 

the budget is a major factor in the development of creative social media campaigns. 

When the client has a low budget, many obstacles and difficulties can arise which will 

limit the agency’s ability to develop creative ideas. On the contrary, a larger budget will 

offer more creative options and opportunities to choose from. Furthermore, as James 

points out, the budget is always an issue in developing social media campaigns. The 

clients underestimate the cost of developing a social media campaign, and the value 

of ideas in social media. As James states, although social media advertising is not 

expensive, it is not as cheap as many clients expect it to be. Since people often use 

social media for personal and social objectives, it is difficult for companies to reach the 

target audience via these platforms. Thus, more creative ways are needed to connect 

with these people, and this work necessitates a larger budget.  

4.2.2.3 Time 

The results also reveal an emphasis on the strong relationship between the time 

given by the client for the agency to develop a social media campaign and creativity. 
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When the clients allocate more time for the agency to develop the campaign, the 

agency can improve the work and increase the level of creativity. The creative team 

needs time to develop creative ideas; when there is insufficient time, they cannot work 

under pressure and think creatively. However, most of the interviewees believe that 

one of the main reasons why a creative social media campaign fails is that the 

advertising agency is not given sufficient time by the client. While the agency often 

encourages its clients to send their creative brief ahead of time, most clients come late 

to the agency with an incomplete brief. The following passages demonstrate the 

importance of allocating adequate time to developing creative social media campaigns:  

I do not think you can put a time limit on creativity. You cannot say, “I 
need a really brilliant creative idea in under a week”, because you might 
not get the right idea, you know. There is not really a set amount of time; 

there is no set of principles that you can follow… You need to let them 
[the creative team] kind of free-think and conceptualise with a team and 

work together. And I think an idea is very much a collaborative effort. I 
don’t think it comes down to an individual; I think it comes down to the 
team as well.  

                                                           Evie, Community Manager – Social Media 

Time is another very, very good point, and we are always running in too 
short a timeframe and we always try harder to make it work, but timing is 

a significant factor… It’s, in every aspect, important to the strategy and 
important to coming up with just briefing on the creative, important for the 
creative ideas to surface, then present it back to the client, important then 

for it to be taken out and rendered properly into the right creative 
mediums… So, the process and development of ideas take weeks.  

                                                                             Chloe, Social Media Strategist 

The passages above highlight that the client should allocate enough time for 

the agency to devote itself to developing a highly creative social media campaign. 

Evie’s emphasis on the time needed for creativity to flourish is clear, and, according to 

her, it is very difficult to develop creative work within a limited time. Thus, she points 

out that in order for the agency to come up with better and more creative ideas, the 
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client should provide more time for the agency to work as a team. Working with others 

requires more meetings and discussions to ensure that the ideas are creative. Chloe 

complains that the clients always allocate insufficient time for developing creative 

social media campaigns. She demonstrates that developing creative ideas is time-

consuming, as it involves a long process comprising building a strategy, developing a 

creative brief, and, most importantly, implementing the campaign. The following is 

another example demonstrating that time is an essential factor in developing a creative 

social media campaign:  

So, it’s not like eight hours of a day are only going to be focused on that 
campaign; that’s the reality of it… but still, with the pressure that you are 

going to have to sort out billings, approvals, and legalities, and all of that 
in one week, you wouldn’t have as many options if you give yourself three 
months to find a proper team that will recall or do all the creative work for 

you. 

                                                                                 Sara, Digital Media Planner 

Above Sara, expresses disappointed because some clients do not brief the 

agency within a reasonable amount of time. She points out that although the social 

media creative process takes a long time to complete, the clients always ignore this 

fact and think that the agency will devote all of its time to this one campaign. Therefore, 

the client should clearly understand that the advertising agency has other clients that 

also need to be served, and briefing the agency on time will ultimately produce more 

creative outcomes.  

Furthermore, some interviewees expressed frustration about clients who spend 

a long time internally trying to develop a creative brief for the agency and then allow 

only a couple days for the agency to respond. According to the interviewees, the clients 

should formulate the creative brief fairly quickly and provide it to the agency as soon 
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as possible. Due to the clients’ lack of social media advertising experience and 

knowledge, the advertising agency encourages the clients to provide their briefs early. 

4.2.3 Creativity Factors 

4.2.3.1 Creative Process 

The results of the data analysis suggest that the creative process in developing 

social media advertisements should be successfully developed to improve creativity. 

Agencies struggle with clients that prefer not to be involved in the creative process. 

This attitude affects the progress and ultimately limits the agency’s ability to enhance 

its creativity. Moreover, the results of this study indicate that seventeen of the 

interviewees follow certain steps of social media campaign creative process (see 

Figure 4.2). 

FIGURE 4.2: The Creative Process for Social Media Campaigns 

 

First, the client approaches the advertising agency either with an incomplete 

creative brief or, quite often, no brief. Then, according to most of the study participants, 

the agency provides a brief template to the client to fill in and send it back to them. In 

this step, the agency and the client discuss and share their thoughts and ideas. Again, 
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as the participants stated, they are interested in listening to the client, but they highly 

encourage their clients to be open and flexible to suggestions to produce more creative 

work. The findings show that the best creative brief that can improve the creativity in a 

social media campaign must meet three criteria: 

1. Be specific and identify all essential aspects of the social media advertising, 

such as the social media platform, target audience, objectives, time, and 

budget. 

2. Longer creative briefs will lead to less creativity. A long creative brief requires 

more aspects to think about, and it is arduous to try to solve all of the issues 

with one creative solution. 

3. The agency must be briefed in enough time to manage the advertising well with 

no delay or less creativity. 

Next, the agency conducts some research and reviews the creative brief to edit 

and improve it. The agency writes the final creative brief and, as some participants 

stated, they discuss it again with the client before making the final decision. The 

agency sends this brief to the client for approval. Then the brief is sent to the creative 

team, which must have a suitable environment for the creativity to flow. The following 

comment explains how the creative team can be more creative:  

When our team has to be creative, we remove them from this office. They 

will lock themselves in a room with inspirations splashed all over the walls 
to fuel their creativity. But you can’t be creative at your desk, and you 

can’t be creative on short timeframes; you don’t get the best; you don’t 
get deep thinking.  

                                                                            Hannah, Head of Social Media  

Thus, above, Hannah explains how the creative team undertakes “ideation”. 

This step is important because, as mentioned earlier, developing an idea that is both 

new and relevant in order to boost creativity is relatively difficult, particularly in the 

social media context. She emphasises that the creative team should have a suitable 
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place, such as a room with inspirational elements splashed all over the walls that will 

motivate them to come up with creative ideas. Following this step, the agency should 

identify and select the most creative platform to reach the target audience. Finally, the 

implementation of the social media advertisement is the most important step, as the 

creativity also depends on the proper execution of the advertisement.  

The results also reveal that the agency should involve the client throughout the 

entire process, as the agency needs the client to support and be part of the creative 

process. The interviewees stated that they prefer it when their clients understand the 

creative process, and they show the clients the directions and territories that the 

agency is working on to provide a more “conceptual realisation” of those directions: 

The client involvement should begin from the get go and all the way 
through… I suppose another element of social media is that it is always 

changing… It is in a constant state of flux, so what worked in the last 
campaign is not necessarily going to work for this campaign.  

                                                                            Ethan, Head of Digital Strategy 

You ideally need them to be flexible and open throughout the process… 
We need all the factual information that needs to go into it, and the 

product information, if it is about a particular product or service. It sounds 
straightforward, but we would need their attention and time because they 
often just brief you and leave you to it. Then you’ve got lots of questions, 

but they’re not actually ever around to answer them. So, you need them 
to be available and to help you through the process. 

                                                                        Roland, Digital Marketing Planner 

Both passages highlight that the importance of the client’s involvement in the 

creative process, specifically in social media. For instance, Ethan explains that this 

need to involve the client in the creative process is due to the rapid changes in social 

media advertising. Instead of taking decisions during the creative process, about which 

the agency is unsure of the appropriateness from the client’s side, the agency prefers 
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to have ongoing interactions with the client to enhance the process. The agency needs 

the client’s support throughout the creative process to share and exchange ideas, for 

better performance, to produce more creative social media campaigns. However, the 

data show a conflict between the advertising agency and the client regarding the 

latter’s involvement in this process. As I explained before, although the agency wants 

to involve the client, most clients prefer not to be involved. For example, as Ronald 

states above, he is not satisfied with many of his clients, who are not supportive during 

the creative process. According to him, the clients “just brief you and leave you”. In 

other words, these clients completely rely on the advertising agency to undertake the 

entire creative process. 

4.2.3.2 Creativity Components in Social Media 

4.2.3.2.1 Social Media Advertising  

The data also reveal that social media usage has been adopted dramatically by 

most companies as an essential part of their marketing strategy. The participants 

emphasised that companies use social media to improve the effectiveness of their 

advertising. Others explained that companies value the advantages of social media 

and adopt it as one of the most significant components of their communications 

ecosystem. They integrate social media into marketing communication (IMC) to gain 

the ultimate benefits.  

The results reveal that social media offers organisations valuable benefits that 

can improve their outcomes. For instance, it allows companies to connect with their 

customers and interact with them in a way that is convenient for both parties. The 

respondents specified that social media enables companies to reach their target 

audience anywhere and anytime, and it can effectively deliver their marketing 



 

 

55 

message. In addition, by adopting social media platforms, companies can conduct two-

way communication and build strong relationships with their customers to achieve their 

objectives. The following quotations explain the nature of the social media environment 

and how companies should utilise it:  

The clients basically want their brand explicitly there and to push the 
advertising message… It is understanding that social media is there to 
be talked about; it is a community, a society in itself; it shouldn’t be 

something that is just a passive experience. It should ask for 
engagement. It should ask for conversation and to not do that is really 

when you are missing the point of why social networks exist.  

                                                                              Emily, Social Media Specialist 

The other challenge is the clients’ understanding of the platforms and 

how people interact with each other and what the environment is like on 
those platforms… I think social media has the opportunity to create, 
define, manipulate, and change culture, and I think that is the biggest 

thing is that it can do. You can influence people through social media 
because of its scale, because of its flexibility.  

                                                                              John, Social Media Executive 

Thus, social media facilitates communication and engagement, and can 

influence behaviour. From the advertising agency viewpoint, social media offers 

companies an opportunity to improve their marketing performance and interact with 

people. However, the clients do not have a clear understanding of what a valuable 

communications tool social media is and what it can do for them. Emily underlines the 

need to move beyond the passive approach to social media and adopt the active 

approach for better marketing outcomes. In other words, companies can benefit from 

actively seeking out consumers to engage with, rather than posting content on these 

platforms and hoping that consumers will connect with these companies. “This 

interactive nature of social media allows marketers to not only passively observe 

consumers using social media, but also to actively develop dialogue with consumers 
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to understand their wants and needs better” (Minton, Lee, Orth, Kim, & Kahle, 2012). 

John’s words demonstrate that social media offers a powerful tool to influence 

something that is difficult to change, such as culture. The advertising agency should 

explain the social media advertising benefits to their clients to be able to effectively 

deliver the campaign.   

4.2.3.2.2 Creativity Components  

The results of the data analysis reveal that creativity in developing social media 

advertisements is as essential as it is in traditional advertising. Social media is a 

difficult place to cut through and deliver the desired impact on the target audience 

because of the number of companies and individuals vying for their attention. 

Therefore, unless the advertising agency delivers a creative work that will catch and 

sustain the target audience, the advertisement might not reach them. Thus, 

understanding creativity in social media advertisements is important for enhancing 

creativity. The following explains the importance of creativity on social media: 

I think creativity plays a pivotal role in social media campaigns… it needs 

to be effective, it needs to be new to resonate well with the audience. So, 
with all that in mind, it needs to be creative.  

                                                                               Olivia, Social Media Manager 

Olivia reinforces the importance of creativity in social media campaigns, and 

she believes that such creativity can be obtained by developing effective and new 

ideas which will successfully reach and attract the target audience. However, it is 

important to understand the components of creativity in social media campaigns to 

deliver the desired outcomes.  
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The data indicate that there are two main creative advertising elements in social 

media advertising: newness and relevance. Newness maps to originality and 

relevance maps to meaningfulness and on strategy. First, new, “original” ideas can 

positively affect the advertising creativity. Most of the study participants indicated that 

developing new ideas is essential for producing more creative social media 

advertisements. However, developing new ideas for social media campaigns can be 

more difficult than for traditional media campaigns for various reasons. For instance, 

social media moves rapidly; therefore, one idea on social media networks might be 

trendy today, and then be gone tomorrow, and people will not talk about it. The 

following comments show the importance of originality in developing creative social 

media campaigns:  

Creativity, to me, has more of a classical definition, which would be using 

an original thought to create a solution to a problem… it doesn’t have to 
be a brand new idea, and we don’t live in a world where brand new ideas 
exist, but it does need to be an idea that, from the audience’s 

perspective, is not something that has saturated that category to the point 
of being a cliché. It needs to be something that is relatively unseen within 

that context. 

                                                              Harrison, Head of Social Media Strategy 

New and original ideas cost money because a great idea can move your 
brand forward to the next level. It can really get people interested in it; 

you know, it’s very easy just to roll out some old ideas that are cheap and 
just quickly done. But are they going to resonate with the audience? Are 

they going to be different? Are they going to cut through the clutter? And 
on social media, your target audience is receiving… you know, that 
attention span is about five to ten seconds.  

                                                                                Adam, Social Media Planner 

Both quotations above clearly highlight the significant benefits of identifying 

original ideas in developing social media campaigns. Harrison sees creativity as a 

solution to the client’s problem by obtaining new thoughts. However, he believes that 
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it is difficult for companies as well as agencies to discover new ideas; at least the idea 

should be new for the target audience in that setting. Simply put, ideas that have been 

used in a specific context can be used in another context. Moreover, Adam reinforces 

that although new ideas are more expensive to develop, the ultimate advantages of 

developing such original ideas will be worth that cost. Developing new ideas will ensure 

that the campaign will be distinguished among others and will successfully reach the 

target audience. Companies should be careful not to use ideas that have been used 

before, and implement them in a current social media campaign because, otherwise, 

people will simply skip it, which can result in the campaign’s failure. Therefore, it is 

strongly recommended that both the agency and the client collaborate more to 

generate novel ideas.  

 Second, the idea should be relevant to the target audience in order to increase 

the creativity. Companies cannot target an audience with a certain set of interests by 

delivering an advertisement that does not match those interests. To produce high 

creativity, it is essential to have a relevant advertisement that aligns with the target 

audience’s interests. Therefore, regardless of how creative a social media 

advertisement may be, the ability to meet the customers’ needs is the key:   

I would define creativity as an idea or a concept that is relevant and 
appealing to people that you want to connect with… Creativity is one 
thing; if it is not relevant to anyone, then it is pointless. Social media has 

changed the way that marketing functions from being, you know, very 
much about the brand and the product and about the sale, to becoming 

much more about how you demonstrate your value and relevance to 
people’s lives. So, it is difficult to get people’s attention online. You have 
to do it in a personal way to them; so, relevance is critical.  

                                                         Thomas, Creative Strategist – Social Media 

The hardest part of working with social media is attention… You need to 
be relevant. If you are putting content in front of people and it is not 

relevant, people will ignore it.  
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                                                                            Ethan, Head of Digital Strategy 

These two quotations reinforce the difficulty of gaining people’s attention on 

social media. Thomas believes that relevance is the sole element of creativity that can 

cause the target audience to engage with the brand. Social media marketing has 

dramatically changed to have closer connections with customers’ lives, and 

personalising the marketing message is the key to gaining their attention. Likewise, 

Ethan considers people’s attention to be the most difficult aspect on social media, and 

without this attention, the campaign will be ignored. It seems that creativity is just 

evolving to making it increasingly relevant to gain customers’ interest in social media 

advertisements.  

As the interviews showed, there are two issues when developing a creative 

social media advertisement. First, the clients can misunderstand how social media will 

work best for them. This misunderstanding leads to a conflict between the agency and 

the client in developing the creative social media campaign. Most of the time, in 

addition to approaching the agency with an incomplete creative brief which has broad 

information about the social media campaign, the client is convinced, for various 

reasons, that a specific platform will be the best option for their advertisement.  

One interviewee stated that one of the main reasons that the clients choose a 

specific social media platform is because they previously noticed a successful social 

media advertisement on that platform. However, due to differences between 

companies, the interviewees clarified that they always explain to their client that each 

company has its own scenarios that lead them toward a specific platform. The following 

comment provides an example of a client who uses the same type of thinking about 

advertising on social media as via traditional media:  
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The clients do not understand social media at all; a client came to me 
expecting everything to be like the printed advertisement. If I have got a 

Facebook page, that should be enough, you know, and it was very 
interesting trying to teach people a different way of thinking.  

                                                                             Chloe, Social Media Strategist 

Australia is quite behind when it comes to social media. Most platforms, 

like Facebook or Snapchat, launch initially in America… So, we don’t get 
access to that platform, so we have to take a lot of the learning from the 

US to then apply it to the Australian market... So, social media is still new. 
I’ve been in social specifically for six years, right, and I’m still having the 
same conversations with clients today as I was six years ago, like “Oh, 

we’ve just opened a Facebook page” or “Can you tell us how to open a 
Facebook page? We don’t know how to do it.”  

                                                                             Hannah, Head of Social Media 

Both the above quotations show that clients do not know how to develop social 

media campaigns. Chloe explains that some clients still do not differentiate between 

designing an advertisement for social media and a traditional advertisement. Thus, the 

agency struggles with these clients because they hold them back and restrict the 

progress of the campaign. These clients provide the agency with instructions and 

guidelines that would be more appropriate for traditional channels than for social media 

platforms. In such a case, the most difficult task for the agency is explaining the 

differences between these two main communication channels to the client. In other 

words, the agency must modify the client’s thinking regarding social media and 

traditional media marketing. Hannah relates the lack of knowledge to the fact that 

social media is relatively new in the Australian context. All social media platforms were 

created and initially used in the United States, and Australian marketers had to 

understand and learn to use them before adopting them. However, the data show that 

Australian companies need to accelerate this learning process and adopt social media 

platforms more quickly to improve social media campaigns.   
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Interestingly, the data also show that some platforms can assist companies in 

producing more creativity. For instance, for most of the study participants, Facebook 

appears to be the most supportive platform for creativity. For example, the following 

excerpt highlights Facebook’s Canvas advertising platform, which has enhanced 

advertisers’ creativity on the platform:  

It is always about new things… Facebook just recently launched a new 

unit that is called Canvas. You can be creative because it’s something 
new in the market. When you are going through your Facebook news 

feed, it’s something that you are not used to seeing. So, it catches users 
by surprise because they are like “Oh, what is this?” Creativity will then 
come down to what kind of experience you are offering to users once 

they tap on that unit.  

                                                                                  Sara, Digital Media Planner 

Here, Sara explains that Facebook introduced a new creative advertising tool 

that allows companies to upload photos and videos that can be seen by people through 

their news feed. The tool is designed to surprise the users with something new that 

might stop them from continuing to scroll down and, instead, click on it. However, as 

Sara points out, while the platform can be creative by itself, the creativity depends 

more on the contents and ideas that the users will see in the Canvas ad. 

The second issue is that clients do not understand the meaning of creativity in 

social media advertising. The majority of the study participants complained that many 

clients do not clearly know what creativity is; thus, they do not consider that creativity 

has a positive effect on their social media advertisements. The following provides an 

example: 

I am a big believer in creativity, which is not the case for all clients. Some 

clients do not necessarily believe in the power of creativity… You want a 
client that buys into the idea of, or the power of, creativity… I think the 

problem with social media campaigns is that people often use the same 
level of creativity across different channels. So, for example, people 
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make the mistake of using the same imagery and the same copy for 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat…  

                                                               Jack, General Manager of Social Media 

In the above comment, Jack emphasises the importance of the clients believing 

in creativity in the social media campaigns. He illustrates that one of the major 

problems in developing creative social media campaigns is the presence of opposite 

perspectives on the role of creativity. Having clients who underestimate creativity in 

social media campaigns is the main obstacle which slows down the creative process 

and the delivery of a creative social media campaign. In addition, Jack highlights that 

the problem with social media campaigns is that companies do not differentiate 

creativity among platforms.  

The data pinpoint many social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram, and each one of them has its own marketing strategy and activities. Based 

on the respondents’ explanations, Table 4.1 summarises examples of some social 

media platforms’ activities that companies can use. 

TABLE 4.1: Activities of Social Media Platforms 

 
Social Media Platform Activities 

1 Facebook 
The most creative platform, which allows companies to 

interact and connect with customers and post photos and 
videos. 

2 Twitter 
Companies can use Twitter to broadcast limited, relevant 

news about their products to customers and have a 
convenient conversation. 

3 Instagram 
It is a photo/video-centric platform that allows companies to 

share their products’ imagery with customers. 

4 Snapchat 
Companies use Snapchat for their real-time, live content in the 

moment. 
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No matter how creative the idea and the social media platform, the ability to 

implement and execute the advertisement is the key. Although creativity is an essential 

part of successful social media advertising, the strategic implementation of the creative 

idea is also an important part of this success. As some of the interviewees explained, 

the implementation of social media advertisements depends on how the idea actually 

become a reality. The implementation is as important as the idea; it has to be managed 

well to achieve the advertising objectives. 

I think anyone can come up with a good creative strategy, but if the wrong 
ad is placed to the wrong audience or the wrong tagging link is placed on 

the wrong creative version, that could actually cause a campaign to fall 
on its head. The risk with implementation is of not being executed 

correctly, meaning that the creative message is not delivered to the right 
audience… 

                                                                            Sophie, Social Media Manager 

I think there are original ways of executing ideas by using new features 

on social media platforms.  

                                                               Jack, General Manager of Social Media 

Both quotations above reinforce that proper implementation is essential in 

developing a creative social media advertisement. Sophie demonstrates that the 

implementation can be so risky that the social media campaign can fail. However, Jack 

warns that focusing more on the implementation will cause the idea to lose its 

importance. In other words, the proper implementation of the creative idea is important, 

but the most important step in developing social media campaigns is the creative idea. 

Jack further explains that companies need to make sure that both the idea and 

implementation are tailored to each platform because each platform enables people to 

reach the content in very different ways. 
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4.3 Repertory Grid Findings 

A repertory grid analysis provides tremendous flexibility to elicit the issues 

involved in developing social media campaigns, and the repertory grid analysis in this 

study yielded several constructs regarding creativity in developing social media 

campaigns. Interestingly, although the questions related to the repertory grid analysis 

were answered by half the sample (10 participants), most of the constructs that 

emanated from it are similar to the majority of the main themes that emerged from 

other interview questions. The repertory grid analysis provided the following 

constructs: the agency–client relationship, trust, client openness, risk, the target 

audience, budget, understanding social media, creativity components, creative 

process.  

4.2.1 Agency–Client Relationship  

According to many of the study participants, one element of what makes social 

media campaigns highly creative is a good relationship with the client. As one 

participant said about this, and its relation to the advertising creativity, “Definitely the 

relationship and communication with the client play a huge role.” Based on the 

examples provided in the interviews, it seems that the advertising agencies are often 

dissatisfied with their clients’ attitudes. Few clients appreciate the work that the 

advertising agency does, and they constantly blame the agency for a campaign’s 

failure. While the agency admits that it might be the reason for the unsuccessful social 

media campaign, it might be also the client’s mistake. As one participant stated, 

instead of blaming each other, the agency and the client need to concentrate more on 

how to improve the work. 
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4.2.2 Trust  

Furthermore, trust is an important construct in developing creative social media 

campaigns. Most of the respondents explained the importance of trust as the 

fundamental requirement for enhancing creativity. While the advertising agency trusts 

its clients, it seems that it is rarely reciprocated. However, trust can be a pivotal factor 

in increasing creativity.   

4.2.3 Client Openness  

Most of the participants repeatedly mentioned the importance of the client’s 

openness to developing creative social media campaigns. While the agency pushes 

the boundaries in developing the campaign, the client often remains closed-minded 

and inflexible. Emily points out that some clients are not open to their agency’s  

suggestions, and they impose inappropriate ideas on it. For instance, she explains that 

many clients brief their agency about developing a social media campaign that is 

similar to traditional media advertising. In such cases, the agency cautions these 

clients about the risk of taking this approach. Some clients accept this suggestion; 

however, many clients underestimate the agency and proceed with this vision in the 

creative process. This undesirable attitude will limit the agency’s ability to do its best 

work and ultimately stifle creativity in the social media campaign. 

The repertory grid analysis related the client openness to the previous construct 

“trust”. In other words, when the client trusts the agency’s ability to deliver a creative 

work, the client is more willing to be open and flexible. Again, the participants 

emphasised that the clients need to understand that their agency has more advertising 

knowledge than they do.  
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4.2.4 Risk 

Based on the repertory grid analysis, the majority of the study participants stated 

that the main reason for a campaign’s failure is the client’s risk aversion. The clients 

dislike taking a high risk in developing a creative social media campaign. Despite 

explaining how risky the campaign is and how creative the ideas are to the client, the 

client tends to remain nervous about taking these risks. According to the interviews, 

this behaviour relates to the lack of trust the clients put in the agency.   

4.2.5 Target Audience 

Almost all of the participants emphasised that identifying and understanding the 

target audience is crucial for developing more creative social media campaigns. Many 

of them provided some examples of creative social media campaigns that succeeded 

because they understood exactly whom they were targeting. Regardless of how many 

creative ideas emerge, if the advertisers do not reach the right audience, the whole 

campaign could be pointless.  

4.2.6 Budget 

Many of the participants indicated that the budget is the main issue in 

developing creative social media campaigns. Advertising agencies struggle with many 

clients, who want to develop a social media campaign on a low budget. Most clients 

believe that social media advertising incurs low costs. However, the agencies must 

often explain to these clients that although social media advertising is cost effective, 

the clients still have to spend money for selecting the right medium and developing 

creative ideas.  
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4.2.7 Understanding Social Media 

One of the main obstacles that stifles creativity in social media campaigns is the 

client’s misunderstanding of the uses and strategies of social media. The respondents 

mentioned frequently that their clients treat social media platforms exactly the same 

as the traditional media channels. This conflict in understanding social media as a 

marketing tool is a fundamental problem in developing creative social media 

campaigns. It is imperative that the clients differentiate between these two main 

marketing channels and their strategies. 

4.2.8 Creativity Components  

Most of the participants mentioned that the idea behind the campaign should be 

relevant and new. As they explained, the success of some of their social media 

campaigns was owing to the fact that the idea had never been used in that context, 

and it offered something relevant for the target audience. Most of them agreed that 

while advertising agencies possess more creative ideas than clients do, they still need 

to encourage their clients to share their ideas and opinions. Developing creative ideas 

can be a difficult task, but if the advertising agency and the client collaborate, it can 

greatly improve the outcomes.    

4.2.9 Creative Process  

The repertory grid analysis also showed that many participants reported the 

importance of the social media creative process in developing creative campaigns. In 

this process, the participants indicated that they get frustrated with any client that does 

not want to be involved in the creative process. The undesirable actions of such clients 

delays and complicates the creative process, which leads to less creative outcomes. 

Most of the study participants related the success of this construct to the degree of the 
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client’s openness. Some of the examples of creative social media campaigns that the 

respondents provided were mainly the result of the client allowing the agency the 

freedom to do what it wanted to do.  

4.4 Conclusion 

Based on the findings from the interviews, this chapter has shown that several 

factors can determine the level of creativity in social media campaigns: the agency–

client relationship, trust, risk attitude, client openness, the target audience, budget, 

time, creative process, and creativity components. However, several major conflicts 

can arise between the advertising agency and its client in relation to most of these 

factors. These conflicts are the main reason for stifled creativity in the development of 

a social media campaign. The data show that the advertising agencies constantly feel 

frustrated with their clients, who hold them back from doing their best work. Thus, the 

client can greatly minimise and resolve these conflicts by being more open to the 

advertising agency.  
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5 Analysis and Discussion  

The data gathered in the present study show that there are nine main factors 

that advertising agencies should pay attention to in order to increase the creativity in 

social media campaigns. These factors are the agency–client relationship, trust, risk 

attitude, client openness, the target audience, budget, time, creative process, and 

creativity components. However, most of these factors are associated with major 

issues and conflicts between the agency and the client. According to the data, clients 

need to be more open with agencies in regard to these factors to foster creativity.  

The findings of this research highlight a major conflict between the agency and 

the client regarding understanding social media as a marketing tool. Companies are 

rapidly adopting social media, so much so that it is taking over traditional media (Lee 

& Hong, 2016). However, most clients do not understand how social media works 

(Chikandiwa, Contogiannis, & Jembere, 2013) and distinguish the main differences 

between developing social media and traditional media campaigns. For instance, 

Chloe, a Social Media Strategist, claimed that the majority of her clients treat social 

media as if it were traditional media, and she must frequently explain the various 

differences between these two advertising media to her clients.   

The study shows that clients still consider the traditional media advertising as 

the main communication channels; nevertheless, it is important to utilise social media 

platforms to produce more significant marketing. The most important benefit of 

adopting social media is its effectiveness at reaching and targeting a larger audience 

than traditional media channels. It offers companies effective platforms to reach their 

customers and foster a relationship with those customers (Hudson et al., 2016). The 

data reveal that clients should rethink how they see social media advertising and 
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should integrate it into their marketing communication (IMC) (Minton et al., 2012) for a 

better performance. According to Valos, Habibi, Casidy, Driesener, and Maplestone 

(2016), “If organizations see social media as an add-on and not as a vital part of IMC, 

they are not likely to grasp the opportunities offered by social media” (p. 31). 

I believe this misunderstanding of social media marketing occurs because 

social media as a marketing tool is still relatively new (Knoll, 2016; Lee & Hong, 2016). 

In particular, many respondents underlined the newness of social media as a new 

marketing communication channel in Australia. For example, Hannah, Head of Social 

Media, in explaining social media advertising in the Australian market, stressed that 

Australia is quite far behind in the adoption of this technology. She provided some 

examples of her clients, who have the same simple questions and conversations that 

she had with clients six years ago, when social media emerged. The client needs to 

understand clearly how social media platforms work to enhance the working 

relationship with their agency and foster greater creativity.    

Furthermore, clients should understand that it is not sufficient to rely on a 

presence on social media and treat it as a stand-alone tool. Instead, they should deploy 

the appropriate strategy to reach their marketing objectives, and treat it as part of an 

integrated online activities system (Yang et al., 2016). The bottom line is that a clear 

understanding of the meaning, benefits, and strategy of a social media campaign is 

the core stage in enhancing creativity. 

After the clients have developed a thorough understanding of social media, they 

need to understand the role of creativity in developing social media campaigns. 

However, the difference between how the clients and advertising agencies define 

creativity can delay and influence the process of developing a creative social media 
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campaign. Koslow et al. (2003) examine why the perception of creativity differs among 

the agency roles, and they argue that it is important to understand why some 

advertisements are more creative than others. Moreover, they indicate that creativity 

has different meanings depending on the person answering the question. Therefore, 

this difference leads to a source of conflict between the client and the agency 

(Devinney, Dowling, & Collins, 2005), which ultimately influences the creative 

outcomes.  

While all of the participants discussed the importance of creativity in social 

media campaigns, they stated that the majority of clients do not share this belief. 

Rather, they assume that creativity is more important in traditional media advertising. 

As Jack, General Manager of Social Media, explained in his interview, many clients do 

not believe in the power of creativity. Thus, the agency should clearly resolve this 

conflict and convince the clients of the importance of creativity. 

Moreover, Belch and Belch (2013) contend that new media have little concern 

for creativity and emotions, and demand very little creativity. According to Koslow 

(2015), marketers frequently complain that they need an effective advertisement, not 

a creative one; thus, creativity is secondary to them (Belch & Belch, 2013). However, 

my data show that in a crowded environment, such as social media, it is difficult for a 

brand to stand out without being creative. Scholars emphasise that creativity in social 

media campaigns is essential, and advertisers should pay more attention to it to 

influence users’ behaviour (Lee & Hong, 2016). 

Olivia, a Social Media Manager, stressed that creativity is important on social 

media. She further explained that it is possible to attract attention by developing a 

creative social media campaign that resonates well with the audience. According to 
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some researchers, practitioners believe that creativity is the only way to achieve 

effectiveness in advertising (Nyilasy & Reid, 2009).  

This study offers deep insights into the elements of creativity in social media 

campaigns. The results identify newness and relevance as the main creative 

advertising elements in social media campaigns. Thus, developing new ideas will 

increase creativity in developing social media campaigns. Originality or novelty is an 

essential element to increase the creativity in a campaign (Ang, Leong, Lee, & Lou, 

2014; Wang et al., 2013). Although some respondents, such as Jack, do not believe 

that completely new ideas exist, it is important to have an idea that the target audience 

has not seen before in the same industry. This point was clearly explained by Harrison, 

Head of Social Media Strategy, who expressed that creativity is a way of solving a 

problem that the client has by developing an idea that is original and that people have 

not seen it in the intended context. Marketers often hire agencies to solve their 

problems by developing creative solutions (Koslow et al., 2006). 

However, developing a new idea is not enough to increase the creativity in 

social media campaigns; it must also be relevant. According to West (2012), while 

originality is important in advertising, the advertising must be appropriate to be 

creative. Although researchers consider originality to be more important than 

relevance (Koslow et al., 2003), my data show the opposite. As Thomas, Creative 

Strategist, explained, one possible reason why relevance surpasses originality is the 

difficulty of breaking through the clutter in social media. In other words, people use 

their social media platforms for various reasons, such as connecting with their friends, 

colleagues, and brands, with many disruptions, and it is difficult for brands to seize 

their attention without being personal and relevant to them. In general, clients should 

develop creative ideas that are both original and relevant (Koslow et al., 2003). 
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Yet developing creative ideas alone is not sufficient to produce a creative social 

media campaign. Identifying and understanding the target audience is also crucial. The 

results of this study reveal that clients should do their consumer research to 

understand the unique features of their target audience. It is important to conduct 

research or assign this work to the agency. According to Koslow et al. (2006), “Another 

resource that clients provide is either giving the agency research they had performed 

or paying for the agency to undertake additional research” (p. 84).  

The findings show that creativity can improve the engagement with this 

message (Baack et al., 2016); however, it is highly important to understand the target 

audience to ensure that the creative message will engage them. In fact, the evolution 

of social media offers convenient ways to understand one’s target audience. For 

example, many respondents emphasised that social media provides a great 

opportunity for companies to gather consumers’ data and profile them in a simple way 

and on a smaller budget (Fulgoni, 2015).   

One of the main findings of this research concerns the importance of building a 

strong agency–client relationship. However, based on the interviews, it is obvious that 

agencies struggle to build a good relationship with most of their clients. This poor 

relationship definitely affects creativity. The data show that these clients blame the 

advertising agency for the failure of a campaign (Gambetti et al., 2015). However, 

working together can vastly improve the creativity.  

A large number of clients fail to get the creative social media campaigns that 

they expected because of their weak relationship with their agency (Beverland et al., 

2007). Clients have several solutions at their disposal and can influence their agency, 
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for example, by setting directions and providing resources to the agency, and 

assessing the agency’s work (Koslow et al., 2006). 

One of the main obstacles to the agency–client relationship is weak or non-

existent trust. The findings show that a lack of trust is a major issue in developing a 

creative social media campaign. According to Wang et al. (2013), “Trust is a powerful 

regulator and facilitator that makes interorganizational relationships effective” (p. 51). 

The client should trust its agency and understand the agency’s ability to deliver a 

creative social media campaign. My data indicate that some clients are not confident 

about their agency’s work and do not appreciate it.  

Treating the agency as a mere supplier will not motivate the creative team to 

work hard and produce creative work. For example, Adam complained that some 

clients view their relationship with the agency as a master–slave relationship. Instead, 

agencies need equal treatment from clients. Gambetti et al. (2015) discuss the issue 

of clients underestimating the work of their agencies and treating them simply as 

executers of their brief. Each client has a different opinion and expectations regarding 

agencies, and these varying perspectives can influence the creative social campaign’s 

outcomes. Therefore, a client should treat its agency as a partner to exert a positive 

influence on the creativity in a social media campaign.  

Some participants pointed out that the agency has more creative ideas than the 

clients do, and this is why the clients trust and hire the agency. As Evie explained, 

clients need to believe that the agency has more knowledge of advertising than they 

do (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015; Wang et al., 2013). This finding confirms that of a 

previous study indicating that if clients desire to achieve creative outcomes from their 
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agencies, they should understand that these agencies have the ability to deliver a high 

level of creativity (O'Connor et al., 2016). 

However, earning the client’s trust is not easy. The agency devotes 

considerable time and hard work into gaining trust. Levin, Thaichon, and Quach (2016) 

stress the time that it takes for an agency to prove its creativity and earn a client’s trust. 

One of the main ways that an agency earns trust is through showing the outcomes of 

successful creative social media campaigns. Once the agency improves its creative 

outcomes, it earns clients’ trust, and this, in turn, increases the clients’ openness.  

Based on the results, once this trust has been built, the client will be more open 

and flexible with the agency. Although the client generally restricts the agency’s 

abilities with specific guidelines and instructions, the client will be more tolerant and 

open to the agency’s recommendations once they trust the agency. However, since 

the agency has more creative ideas than its clients do (Turnbull & Wheeler, 2015), the 

agency encourages the clients to be open and flexible to its suggestions to produce 

more creative work (O'Connor et al., 2016). 

The study highlights a main issue regarding openness – namely, the 

misunderstanding that only clients need to be more open. This belief neglects the 

importance of the agency’s openness to enhance its creativity. Thus, some scholars 

confirm that both the clients and agencies need to be open, flexible, and listen to 

others’ opinions (Li et al., 2008). Instead of relying on the agency for creative 

advertisements (Wang et al., 2013), it would be beneficial for both the agency and the 

client to share and discuss their ideas and opinions during the development of a 

creative social media campaign. 
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Furthermore, the findings suggest that when the client takes risks, it can 

produce more creative outcomes for the social media campaign. However, the data 

also reveal a strong conflict between the two sides regarding risk-taking. Clients need 

to be more risk tolerant to improve the creativity. It is generally believed that risk and 

return are correlated, and the relationship is positive (El-Murad & West, 2003).   

The analysis of the interviews uncovered many reasons why clients do not like 

taking risks. First, they are not knowledgeable about social media, since it is a new 

marketing channel (Knoll, 2016), particularly in Australia. In addition, clients are 

uncertain about the effectiveness of social media advertising. Moreover, clients are 

risk averse because, ultimately, they will be responsible for the decision, not the 

agency.  

Therefore, agencies should clearly explain how social media advertising can 

deliver more creative work than any other media outlet can. Generally, companies 

encourage their clients to take risks and show more creativity (West, 2012) to reach 

their target audience. Studies have revealed that clients shy away from taking creative 

risks in advertising (Sasser et al., 2013), and those in advertising often convince their 

clients to take risks by cautioning them that “safe” advertising is, in fact, a high risk, 

because it might not break through the clutter (West, 2012). 

The findings of the present study show that there are eight steps in the social 

media campaign creative process, and the participants stressed several of them. For 

example, they explained that most clients do not have a complete creative brief that 

gives the agency a comprehensive understanding of the social media campaign. Most 

of the respondents stated that they prefer to provide a brief template to the client to 



 

 

77 

complete to ensure clarity about the campaign. The bottom line is that a great creative 

brief will produce great creative outcomes.  

From the respondents’ perspective, another important step of the creative 

process is the implementation stage. It is clear that great creative ideas alone are 

insufficient to enhance the creativity in social media campaigns; the campaigns need 

to be properly executed. In order to successfully implement the campaign, the agency 

and the client must agree on the main factors that will influence the implementation, 

such as selecting the most effective platform and identifying the right target audience. 

However, as mentioned before, social media in Australia is relatively new; thus, 

agencies are still learning the proper ways of implementing social media campaigns.  

Once the client trusts and is open to the agency, the former will be more involved 

in the creative process of developing the social media campaign. Client involvement is 

important in the social media context because it is fast moving and demands quick 

communication between the agency and the client. However, the findings show that 

poor client involvement slows down the creative process. The client should collaborate 

with the agency by sharing their thoughts and opinions regarding each step of the 

process. Turnbull and Wheeler (2015) find that each agency has a different approach 

to involving its clients in the creative process. However, my data indicate that most of 

the participants emphasised the importance of the client’s involvement from the first to 

the final step of the creative process. They encourage and facilitate this involvement 

to enhance their performance and achieve a higher level of creativity. Grant and 

McLeod (2007) encourage agencies to motivate their clients to get involved in the 

process of developing advertisements. 
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The study shows that clients must give agencies adequate time to develop a 

social media campaign, if they wish for more creative outcomes. However, my data 

show that most clients do not provide sufficient time for their agency to develop a 

campaign. Surprisingly, once the campaign has failed, these clients will place the 

blame squarely on the agency. Some participants provided examples of social media 

campaigns that failed because the client did not allow the agency sufficient time. When 

an agency develops a social media campaign, it needs time to deliver creative work. 

For example, the creative team must think without pressure. According to M. Chen, 

Chang, and Chang (2015), when employees work under pressure, it negatively affects 

their creativity. Koslow et al. (2006) confirm that spending more time on developing an 

advertisement can enhance the level of creativity. 

 As another example, some participants explained that the creative team 

members leave their desks and go to a place that will motivate them to think creatively 

and develop ideas. Of course, this action requires more time for changing places and 

thinking creatively. Scholars find that “establishing supportive working conditions for 

employees is also critical to their creativity” (M. Chen et al., 2015).  

The findings show that allocating a larger budget to develop a social media 

campaign will improve the creativity level. The major issue that an agency appears to 

face when developing a social media campaign is its client’s unwillingness to pay 

enough money for the campaign. While it is true that the most unique feature of social 

media as a marketing tool is that it is cost effective (Yang et al., 2016), most clients 

greatly underestimate the cost of developing a social media campaign.  

Interestingly, however, Koslow et al. (2006) determine that a tighter budget can 

increase creativity. Yet the results of my study suggest that in order to produce more 
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creative outcomes, clients should allocate a significant budget to cover all the 

expenses of the social media campaign. For example, Grace explained the importance 

of the creative execution on the social media platform Snapchat. According to her, 

there is a minimum cost of $50,000 to advertise. In addition, the agency has to pay the 

creative team to develop creative ideas. In fact, some respondents explained that the 

budget for the campaign will influence the creative team.    

5.1 Implications 

The findings of this study have several implications for agencies and clients. 

First, the results highlight the major issue in developing creative social media 

campaigns – that clients initially need to understand that social media advertising is an 

effective tool that is different from traditional media. In other words, social media has 

unique features that demand different strategies from those of traditional media.  

 Second, the agency and the client need to maintain a strong relationship that 

will facilitate the creative process and improve creativity, and this relationship must be 

built on trust from both sides. Trust is the key to delivering more creative work. 

However, since the agency has more advertising experience, it must earn the client’s 

trust to accelerate the creative process and produce more creative outcomes.  

Furthermore, the implications of the study suggest that agencies should follow 

the eight-step creative process of a social media campaign to enhance creativity. One 

of the main lessons of the study regarding the creative process is that an agency 

should involve the client throughout the entire process. In particular, developing the 

brief and implementing the campaign are the most important steps that require careful 

attention from the agency primarily, but also the client.  
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In general, the findings of this study contribute to the literature by providing deep 

insights for advertising agencies, and marketers in general, to develop creative social 

media campaigns. They must understand each one of the study’s themes, and 

overcome the highlighted conflicts that occur between the agency and the client.  

5.2 Limitations and Future Research  

This study faced two limitations that suggest directions for further research. 

First, while an advertising agency has a deep understanding of advertising creativity in 

the development of social media campaigns, my understanding of this subject could  

have improved if I had also investigated the clients’ perspectives. Broadening the 

sample and interviewing clients would allow for comparing the results with those of the 

advertising executives to gain a better understanding of the topic. As this research was 

for a master’s thesis, a pilot study for a PhD project, the timeframe was limited (ten 

months), I was unable to cover all perspectives. Thus, investigating the clients’ 

perspectives on creativity in social media campaigns can be an interesting avenue for 

further research.  

Second, the results of this study revealed that implementation is one of the 

major issues in developing a creative social media campaign. Although the study 

investigated this issue, the participants stressed that many social media campaigns 

fail due to inappropriate execution. Given the scarcity of research on the 

implementation of advertising on social media (Valos et al., 2016), a wider investigation 

into this domain is needed to clarify how an advertising agency can execute a 

campaign and enhance creativity.  
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5.3 Conclusion  

This thesis has provided a holistic investigation into how advertising agencies 

produce more creative social media campaigns. Interviewing 20 professionals who 

develop social media campaigns in Australian advertising agencies produced several 

insights. Advertising agencies, clients, and marketers in general can utilise these 

insights to enhance the creativity in their social media campaigns. Clients especially 

should improve their attitudes to resolve some of the major conflicts with the agencies 

they work with and be more open-minded, because they are the main solution to 

overcoming these conflicts. They should understand that social media advertising 

requires different strategies from traditional advertising and a distinct creative process. 

The results of the study show that creativity is still alive and important in the social 

media context.    
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