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Forward 
 

This handbook is intended to help you write (and re-write) tighter, 
stronger, better commercial scripts.  Copywriter, art director, producer: 
your title doesn’t matter. If it’s in any way your idea, you want to make 
sure it has the best shot of getting sold and produced.  And not 
embarrassing you later.  Given that I wrote most of this on airplanes, I 
won’t pretend it is exhaustive or complete, but it should serve as a solid, 
general primer. 
 
The rules, suggestions, and guidelines that follow are the product of my 
own experiences working with some of this industry’s best and worst 
directors.  They are lessons learned--many painfully--from sitting in 
editing rooms playing “shoulda-coulda-woulda’.  And they are the result 
of reading dozens of screenwriting books, many of which I’ve no doubt 
unconsciously appropriated.  My apologies to all such sources, known 
and unknown. 
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A Note to Art Directors and Producers 
 

Yes, this book addresses copywriters and scriptwriting.  But anyone 
who’s spent time in this business knows that in advertising, writing is 
never a solitary endeavor.  Writers may shoulder the ultimate 
responsibility, but you play a critical role in devising and revising the 
script.  As partners in the creative process, you must take an active 
interest in how you communicate your idea.  You share accountability.  
At times, you may even have to write the script. 
 
In which case, this handbook can help.  And spellcheck definitely will. 
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1.  WHY WRITE BETTER SCRIPTS? 
As a busboy working at the Hotel Hershey, our Austrian-born maitre d’ 
Hans Gangl would sit the entire waitstaff down at the beginning of every 
summer to outline his working philosophy.  With the hard accent of the 
old country limning his every phrase, he’d all but spit: “You must haff 
pride in vat you do, even if you are cleaning ze toilets!” 
Speaking to a disenfranchised group of gum-snapping, menthol 100-
smoking underachievers slinging hash to the tourist trade for $2.15 an 
hour plus tips, Hans’ philosophy didn’t carry the day. 
Perhaps Hans’ argument for excellence would have had more impact if 
posed more colloquially: “Why suck?” 
Indeed.  Why spend your days being merely good enough?  Why settle 
for adequate?  Why be another anonymous drone cranking out 
corporate-message sausage: unknown, unsung, uninspiring? 
The ad business is rife with squandered talent, with clever but lazy hacks 
content to shoot for the minimum, writing just well enough to get the 
occasional out-of-town shoot with a C-grade production company where 
they focus more on where they’ll eat than what they’ll make. 
But you--yes you--this is not who you are.  Heavens no--you are better 
than that.  Much, much better!  You have always been better, and 
tomorrow you will be better still.  Because you have pride, because you 
don’t suck, because you have standards! 
That’s the thinking behind this handbook; it’s what JWT 
BenchMarking™ is all about: setting professional standards, and 
consistently meeting them. After all, to someone like you, the question 
of why to write better is obvious: you write better scripts because they 
sell more consistently to clients. 
Better scripts also sell to better directors.  Don’t think your clients are 
your only audience; you must also write to impress the A-list directors 
whose talent affords them the luxury of picking and choosing what 
projects they want to shoot.  This is a crucial; the best directors demand 
great scripts.  Even then, winning their attention is no sure thing. 
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Getting your script into the hands of the most sought after, career-
making directors requires running a major gauntlet.  First, you must 
impress the production company’s executive producer, who is 
responsible for bringing in attractive projects for his director.  One sure 
sign that you failed this first test is the classic “We’d love to work with 
you, but we can’t make the schedule work now.”  Nine times out of ten, 
this is their way of letting you down easy; it is the “let’s be friends” line 
of the commercial production world. 
Should you pass this initial test and get the nod from the executive 
producer, your script will then be sent along with a stack of other worthy 
contenders to wherever the director happens to be at the moment--most 
likely on location for another shoot.  Here, during their precious few 
shooting breaks, the line producer will hand a stack of faxes to the 
director and wait for a snap judgment on which is most worthy. 
This is the killing ground where your work gets reviewed.  This is where 
your dearest hopes live or die.  And this is why lazy writing rarely 
reaches the rarified circles of the industry’s top talent.  Great directors 
want to work with great scripts.  They do not want to baby-sit amateurs.  
They have no interest in doing your job for you.  They don’t have time 
to unearth a brilliant idea buried beneath a flabby, uninspired, badly 
formatted script. 
Which is another very good reason to write better scripts; it is good for 
your career. 
But there is yet one more fundamental reason to write better scripts… 
 
We are pros.  And as pros, we do the job right for the very fact that 
indeed we are pros, not rank amateurs. 
And who aspires to be a rank amateur? 
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2.  CONTENT 
In the time-honored tradition of high-school English Comp teachers, 
I’ve broken down script writing into the two unique, but interrelated 
disciplines of Content and Mechanics.  Both disciplines are critical; 
Mechanics without Content is futility, Content without Mechanics is 
chaos.  To quote Mr.’s Rogers and Hammerstein, “Let’s start at the very 
beginning/A very good place to start.”  For script writing, that’s Content.  
 
START WITH THE STRATEGY 
While you may already have a Cannes acceptance speech worked out in 
your head, every writing assignment truly starts with the strategy, that 
piece of paper which, in its purest form, reads as a JWT Brand Postcard.  
Unfortunately, strategies may be more familiar to you in their most 
debased form; as sheets of paper crammed with laundry lists of 
contradictory targets, attributes, and brand personality descriptors…as 
steaming piles of adjectives vomited onto memo sheets as if by some act 
of intellectual bulimia.  These are best avoided. 
First absorb the strategy.  To do that, you must pull it and poke it, take it 
apart and reassemble it to find both the flaws and the emotional core that 
will resonate with consumers. 
You have the right to insist upon one claim for the product.  If you do 
not get it, the agency has an obligation to bring this shortcoming to the 
client’s attention.  You have the right to question, even mock, multi-
pronged strategies because they put creative at a huge disadvantage 
before you generate a single idea.  Always try to fix strategies before 
you start working. 
Unfortunately, creatives often put themselves at a disadvantage by 
ignoring strategies, by setting them aside or writing them off as 
limiting—-or more arrogantly--as boring. 
Great creative that functions without a strategy isn’t advertising: it’s art.  
And advertising is first and foremost a business.  Insist on a great 
strategy, then obey it without fail.1 

                                                
1 Of course, be smart.  If you have a lame strategy, and you’ve fought to make it better to no avail, suck it up and dive in.  No 

sense prolonging misery; deadlines rarely change to your advantage. 
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LADDER UP ATTRIBUTES TO BENEFITS 
JWT Chicago’s planners understand the importance of emotional 
benefits for building brands.  They work hard to unearth insights that 
build connections with consumers.  Sadly, many clients don’t.  Many 
make the mistake of confusing the ‘unique selling proposition’ with a 
‘brand attribute’.  More sadly still, this mistake is not limited to junior 
brand types… 
In the mid-80’s at DDB Needham, we pitched Lee jeans.  We had 
wonderful work that centered on the dressing room where so many 
emotions around jean buying come to life.  Things looked great; our 
work was done by Friday at Noon and the pitch wasn’t until Monday. 
Then our CEO Keith Reinhard showed up with a bit of meaningless 
product trivia stuck in his craw.  He had happened across a fact that Lee 
jeans claimed to fit better because Lee cuts the seam running up the butt 
on a curve, where others cut it straight.  Like a particularly stubborn 
mutt with a bone, Keith wouldn’t let this go.  By three o-clock that 
afternoon, seventy pairs of brand new jeans lay useless, ripped apart at 
the seat in an effort to prove Keith’s factoid. 
Our weekend was soon destroyed as well, as we wrote new drivel about 
how ‘your butt is curved, so we curved the seam in Lee jeans to match!’ 
Ultimately, Needham did not win the Lee account.  Fallon did.  They 
focused on how great fitting jeans make you feel: the benefit versus an 
attribute.  Imagine… 
Product attributes can be copied by the competition, but emotional brand 
benefits create lasting proprietary positions in consumers’ minds.  
Always look for benefits. 
 
FOLLOW STRATEGIES, BUT LET YOUR MIND WANDER 
We all have a nasty predilection to allow our internal governors to 
hamper truly open-minded thinking.  When we sit down to create a new 
ad, the ghosts of every previous ad for that brand peer over our 
shoulders.  This can be extremely restrictive. Don’t let it.  Make the 
effort to start fresh and imagine anew. 



 
 

 

8 

Every workday, in a hundred different ways, we’re pulled back.  And 
every workday, there’s only one force pushing in the other direction, 
only one voice pushing out: yours.  As the business world has gotten 
ever more obsessed with efficiency and cost cutting, we’ve lost the 
luxury of time in the creative process.  We must think better, faster.  So 
it is incumbent upon us to work our schedules to insure we still have 
some time to dream irresponsibly, to look for the poetry in an everyday 
situation. 
 
THINK VISUALLY FIRST 
Television is not radio.  It is, after all, tele-VISION.  Visual arguments 
captivate viewers and enhance a product.  They demonstrate benefits 
memorably, and in today’s increasingly global environment, they 
transcend borders of language and culture.  Beyond that, visual spots 
interest top directors.  Thirty seconds is an awfully small canvas, so 
removing extraneous content opens up space for them to make real 
contributions.  As Tim Case, Managing Director of Creative 
Management Partners said in a recent interview, “…send me nine words.  
If they’re nine good words, I can get anyone in the world to do it.” 
The world does not need another talking head commercial.  Do not 
create radio ads set to pretty pictures—use the medium.  Television 
gives you more to play with, so by all means do.  Mine the potential of 
performance, action, scoring, and effects.  Build miniatures, find 
amazing locations, design fantastic costumes; by comparison, two-wall 
studio shoots are mind-numbingly boring.  Because it won’t matter how 
many cappuccinos the PA’s bring you, ten minutes at the video village 
on this kind of shoot and you will be bored silly.  You’ll be doing the 
crossword; you’ll be checking e-mails.  You’ll be thinking about where 
you’ll go for dinner that night (and we already discussed how that leads 
nowhere).  Besides, if you’re bored by the production, why will viewers 
feel any different? 
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‘Think visually first’ also applies to radio.  You can, and should, think 
visually in radio.  After all, you’re using words, music and sound to 
paint pictures in people’s minds.  And simply because you have sixty 
seconds to fill doesn’t mean you should go wall-to-wall with announcer 
copy. 
Music and sound effects are like the white space in a print layout; they 
give your audience a chance to rest, to catch up to the rationale of your 
argument.  And that makes your radio stronger. 
 
LOOK FOR ONE MEMORABLE IMAGE 
This guideline builds on the notion of ‘thinking visually first’.  One 
powerful, memorable image that neatly brings the strategy to life breaks 
your spot through the clutter of advertising.  It also makes your spot 
talk-worthy.  There are few more satisfying moments than overhearing 
strangers discuss something you built.  Unless they’re mocking it, which 
is painful beyond words (yet another reason to not suck). 
A few years back, Diet Coke--a brand without a unique benefit if ever 
there was one--aired an ad featuring a swimming elephant.  Shot in an 
impossibly beautiful Indian Ocean location, the spot generated a ton of 
talk, simply because it was amazing to watch the pachyderm paddle in 
clear tropical water.  Sure, they found some marginal tie back to the 
product, but for this largely fashion-driven category, they stumbled upon 
something truly powerful: a unique image. 
Powerful images give consumers a high-concept means of remembering 
your spot (“You know, the one where Bart’s head looks like the 
Butterfinger wrapper.”).  Better still, memorable images open up your 
story beyond “Guy A talks to Gal B.” 
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NO MEMORABLE IMAGE?  WRITE MEMORABLE COPY 
Before JWT GCD Bob Merlotti realized that his Kellogg MBA was no 
reason to limit his career to account work, he coined a term for 
something Anheuser Busch actively sought in all of its creative: the 
‘popular culture catchphrase’.  ‘Popular culture catchphrases’ are copy 
lines expressly designed to make beer consumers repeat them 
incessantly like so many inebriated sampling machines.  “I love you 
man”…“Yes I am”…and the recent monster: “Whassup?” 
The brewery obsessed on creating quips that would become part of the 
zeitgeist, on coining phrases that would stick in consumers’ minds like 
mental Velcro. 
They did it because it works.  You should too.2 
 
YOUR WORDS ARE YOUR PEARLS 
I once worked with a guy who, upon having a client critique his script 
and demand changes, whined “My words are my pearls!”  Upon hearing 
this, we collapsed into convulsive laughter.  When we finally caught our 
breath, we proceeded to mock him within an inch of his life.  Not 
because he was wrong, but because he had the lack of self-awareness to 
actually make such a florid statement out loud. 
In all fairness, your words are your pearls.  But how high quality are 
those little oyster nuggets of yours? Are they surprising and delightful, 
or pedantic and expected?  Richly imagined, or dull and expected?  
Yes your words are your pearls.  And like any good jewelry, they should 
be few and well chosen.  The average thirty-second television spot 
contains forty-seven words.  The weight of communication on these 
pearls is enormous.  Make absolutely sure you are using the best ones.  
Every word in your script counts; make it sing or cut it.  Be ruthless.  As 
in fine jewelry, less is more. 
                                                
2 But be very careful.  “Whassup?” is good.  “Smells as good as it works!” is tragic.  The cretin 
responsible for that particular blight upon society should be ashamed of his inadequate grammar: 
after all, things don’t work ‘good’, they work ‘well’. 
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You know what was a great pearl?  “Great googly-moogly”, the mock-
epithet muttered by the frustrated groundskeeper who spelled “Chefs” in 
the Kansas City Chiefs’ endzone, and was thus, not going anywhere for 
a while in a brilliant Snickers commercial from BBDO.  That was a real, 
top-of-the-line, 24mm, rare platinum hue of a pearl. 
You know what aren’t pearls?  “Real chocolatey/wheaty/ 
cheesy/anything-y goodness.”  “Goodness”?  This is a particularly 
unfortunate word endemic to our industry.  Some pundits believe we in 
the copywriting profession should be prosecuted for this crime against 
the mother tongue.  Frankly, they have a solid case. 
Make your every pearl count.  Make them lustrous, vibrant, impactful.  
But never pile them on strand after strand like some overweening 
debutante without the good taste to know when her look has become too 
too.  Never become too too. 
After all, your words are your pearls and you must value them 
accordingly.  You just can’t admit that out loud.  Ever.  Lest you be 
mocked without mercy. 
 
CLIENTS WILL ALWAYS INVEST IN BIG IDEAS 
Everyone wants to be inspired, to see things in a new light.  Even the 
most LINK or ASI-addicted brand manager wishes for an idea they can’t 
wait to show off.  Something that makes their career spent advancing the 
narrow interests of a particular manufactured good seem somehow 
cooler, more worthwhile. 
Think about it in your own life.  When was the last time you were 
surprised by a song, a movie, a book, a joke?  It was a thrill, wasn’t it?  
You were trundling along one way, not expecting much, then suddenly 
WHAM!  Something popped up that snapped your attention in a whole 
new direction.  There’s nothing like surprise.  In your life.  And in your 
work.  Look for it; people will love you for it. 
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Creating surprise is not easy.  It is rarely done.  So we spend a lot of 
time lamenting the great ideas they wouldn’t buy.  Frankly, great ideas 
clients don’t buy are exceedingly rare.  Truly great ideas develop an 
irresistible force all their own.  And yes Virginia, they do sell.  
Interesting ideas that don’t sell are another story; the agency landscape is 
littered with those. 
Don’t confuse executions with ideas. 
 
RESPECT THE PRODUCT 
Uninspired product copy is a sure sign of an amateur…or worse, a hack.  
It shows a cavalier disregard for the product you’re selling.  And that is 
deadly. 
When I first became a creative director, I worked for an exceedingly 
smart boss.  His precision and obsession with language made him a 
genius on accounts like Audi and the Discover Card, but he had a much 
tougher time with the less rational world of beer.  One day, as my boss 
presented a Bud Dry board to August Busch III, the CEO of Anheuser 
Busch, he explained the ‘why ask why’ joke he was trying to sell, then 
without thinking, he rushed through the product section saying “here’s 
the beer part and well, beer is beer.”  August didn’t hear another word 
my boss said.  All he heard was some smartass adguy say, “beer is beer.” 
August built his whole life around the premise that beer is not just beer: 
Anheuser Busch beers are special, they are worth more.  My otherwise 
smart boss never returned to St. Louis.  On the upside, I was promoted to 
the suddenly vacant GCD position, but that’s another story… 
Always bear in mind that our business is not making movies or sitcoms; 
we make salesfilms for specific products, so how we treat those products 
matters. We must continually dream up more ingenious ways to involve 
these products in our stories. 
Clients pay their mortgages and send their kids to school thanks to these 
products.  Believe me, they notice.  Which leads to the next point… 
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WEAVE YOUR PRODUCT IN, DON’T TACK IT ON 
Can you tell your story without the product?  Can you tell your story 
without this specific product?  If you answered yes to either question, 
keep thinking.  Never borrow interest, it’s a bad investment.  If your 
strategy can find a way to express a benefit for your product, there’s 
certainly a story to be told about that benefit.  It’s up to you to find that 
story and make it interesting.  Your product must always be central to 
your story. 
 
DON’T WRITE UNSHOOTABLE SCRIPTS 
I hate to rock your dreamboat, but George Clooney won’t appear on 
camera for your Kraft ad.  U2 is not waiting to score a Nabisco spot.  
And while the moral fabric of this country is fraying, we don’t air nudity 
or use George Carlin’s seven dirty words.  At least, not yet. 
Think this is obvious?  Of course you do—-you are a driven, 
professional writer with standards.  But not everyone is.  Recently, I had 
the dubious task of critiquing a script in Detroit where the writer thought 
it was the height of cleverness to close a long copy, character-driven 
print ad with the line “I gotta get my shit together.” 
Incredibly, when forced to trim five paragraphs to make her copy fit a 
TV :30, she kept that idiotic, self-indulgent line.  Never do this: you 
waste people’s time.  I wanted to shake her by her lapels and tell her to 
get over her damn self.  I didn’t.  But I do feel some small measure of 
justice in mocking that idiocy in this handbook.  Thank you for the 
opportunity.  I do feel better, yes. 
 
REALISM IS NO EXCUSE FOR BAD DRAMA 
If I could change one thing about our business, I would eliminate the 
phrase “It’s too ad-y” from our lexicon.  ‘Too ad-y’?  As opposed to 
what?  Writing ads is our business--it’s nothing to be ashamed of. 
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Quite the contrary: I’m proud to feed coal into the mighty engine that 
drives this great economy of ours. 
At its heart, this ‘ad-y’ comment reflects a self-loathing that is decidedly 
unhealthy.  There’s no shame in writing ads, so long as you don’t write 
lame ones. 
One of the ways some folks like to claim they are not being ad-y is to 
focus on ‘being real’.  This can be an admirable goal.  Personally, the 
documentary tone of our Kraft Foods Equity campaign is one of the 
proudest accomplishments of my career.  But that’s only because the 
realism created a powerful emotion. 
It wasn’t just real for the sake of ‘realness’; it had a purpose, as all great 
advertising does. 
Unfortunately, some people confuse trying to be real with being 
unrehearsed.  So they try to pass off unstructured outlines as scripts, 
believing that will allow the director to ‘find something real.’  Outlines 
are not scripts. 
Yes, reality can generate great emotion.  But great emotion in a thirty-
second ad only comes from great writing.  Forget about being ‘real’.  
Our job is to capture people’s attention and one of the least likely ways 
to do that is to immerse them in the dreary reality of everyday life.  The 
simple act of framing up a shot in the DP’s lens is a subjective, non-
reality-based decision—-you must consciously select what to show and 
not show. 
Be powerful, be emotional, be honest, but for god’s sake, don’t obsess 
over being real.  You’ll do much better being good. 
 
WORK THROUGH THE CHOREOGRAPHY 
Act out your stories.  Stand up, walk around, make faces, improvise…  
These are the ways you help nurture your tender newborn spot from its 
first nascent gooey-mucus stage until it blossoms into a fully formed 
idea. 
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You must determine how your story plays, what happens when, who 
does what and how.  Break down the action.  Must someone get from 
point A to point B?  If so, how many moves does it require?  Can you 
convey the same idea with fewer moves?  If so, by all means do. 
 
TAKE IT PERSONALLY 
When I ran Bud Light, we had tremendous success with a spot showing 
a father and son fishing.  The son struggled to find a way to say, “I love 
you” to his Dad, only to have his wise old man rebuff him by saying 
“You’re not getting my Bud Light Johnny.” 
This ridiculous spot came about when the Creative Director who wrote it 
tried to say the exact same thing to his own Dad during a family fishing 
trip. 
He translated his life experience to the commercial and discovered that, 
lo and behold, an astonishing number of other guys had the exact same 
desire and difficulty.  His silly little joke struck a potent emotional chord 
in the national consciousness. 
This is a human connection.  This is powerful stuff.  It makes for 
powerful ads.  Use it. 
 
CREATE INTERESTING, WELL-DRAWN CHARACTERS 
Just because you’re writing an ad doesn’t excuse you from spending 
time on your characters.  Anyone can reach for the commercial stock 
players: harried-but-devoted Mom, the Nerd with the taped glasses, the 
busy Executive striding purposefully through an airline terminal...  Yes, 
these are used a lot, but no, that’s no excuse for you to employ them.  
Reach deeper and create real characters, not humanoid props.  The tight 
thirty second time limit on spots demands a broader sketching of 
personality types, but your characters can still be more than cardboard 
cut outs.  Give them accents, mix them up, cast incongruously and don’t 
explain why. 
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One of the reasons the once-ubiquitous vignette commercials went the 
way of the dinosaur is that they all featured the same attractive, but 
strangely inhuman, actors functioning as animatronic mannequins.  
Their faces held light nicely but they never created much of a human 
connection with viewers.  If viewers don’t care about your characters, 
they won’t relate and their interests will wander. 
Make them relate.  Make people care.  Hold their attention. 
 
DON’T BE TOO ON THE NOSE 
Despite what you may deduce from research methods or focus groups, 
people are not stupid.  So don’t write to them as if they are.  You don’t 
need to hammer every point home in the most obvious way; this 
becomes quickly tiresome.  I remember a particularly annoying 
commercial for Enterprise Car Rental that featured a woman calling her 
husband on her cell phone using this incredibly banal dialogue: “Honey?  
I’m at the car repair shop.”  Now the fact that her Buick was up on a 
hydraulic lift behind her already told viewers that visually, making her 
copy wastefully redundant.  But in an astounding demonstration of just 
how little this advertiser thought of the audience, a huge white sign with 
thirty-inch tall letters spelling “Car Repair Shop” was tacked 
incongruously to the ceiling.  It just hung there, apropos of nothing more 
than a panicky client’s disrespect for the audience, no more a convincing 
part of that set then say, the bridge of the Starship Enterprise. 
Treat your audience with respect.  You must make things simple, but 
‘simple’ is a far cry from ‘simple-minded.’ 
 
START STRONG, FINISH STRONGER 
Sure, you want viewers leaning forward from their comfy chairs from 
the moment your spot begins.  But that said, the ending is the most 
crucial part of any spot.  People remember endings when they walk 
away.  A mediocre spot that finishes strong will outperform a strong spot 
with a lackluster ending any day of the week. 
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This problem has plagued the writing on Saturday Night Live for 
decades; they create a hysterical premise, then run out of gas looking for 
a way out of the sketch. 
Until you have a rock solid ending for your spot, it is incomplete.  Never 
settle for an adequate, placeholder ending; these have a way of quietly 
hanging around like a lame mercy date, unnoticed until you suddenly 
realize it’s prom night and you have no other options left. 
I once judged an award show with Mike Sheehan, of Hill, Holiday.  He’s 
a smart, good-hearted creative guy who wants every idea to inspire him.  
As we sat listening to cassette after cassette of radio ads in the brutally 
dry financial service category, one finally came on that pricked up our 
ears.  The setting was unique, the attitude fresh and inspiring.  But then, 
midway through, it made a tortuous logic-leap in a futile attempt to 
bridge its wildly clever opening idea to annuity funds or something.  
Disappointment clouded Mike’s face as he deadpanned “He had it going 
good.  Then he went and dropped the meat in the dirt.” 
Don’t drop your meat in the dirt.  Every spot needs a great ending.  
Don’t rest until you get it. 
 
FINALLY, WRITERS WRITE 
As a starstruck copywriter anxious for a memento from a shoot with 
Gilbert Gottfried, I asked him to sign a General Mills cereal box.  He 
responded by scribbling this inspirational message: “writers write.”  
Dopey as it sounds, Gilbert’s right.  Writers write.  Good writers must 
write.  Unfortunately, being clever and creative, writers are also 
immensely talented at dreaming up interesting time-wasting activities.  
You can pass a morning almost effortlessly with the crucial business of 
getting coffee, checking and sending e-mail, surfing for ideas on the 
web, or a hundred other idle pursuits.  Don’t kid yourself; when you fill 
the day with a hundred and one distractions, you are not thinking, you 
are stalling.  
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None of these leads to new scripts.  You want a script?  You gotta sit 
your ass down in a chair and write, even when nothing’s coming. 
Because sooner or later it will.  You’ll scribble two or three pages of 
lame unfinished phrases, sketch a bit, maybe fiddle with some mindless 
wordplay around the product name.  And slowly, your idea--the idea you 
didn’t even realize you had--will reveal itself to you like some kind of 
Ouija trick.  It works.  But you have to do your part in the process.  Sit in 
that chair and force yourself to start writing.  At least start typing.  No 
one cares if it’s perfect, or even good.  This is only your first draft.  
Perfection?  That’s what re-writes are for, and they won’t happen until 
the next section.  
You can’t re-write something you haven’t written yet.  So sit down and 
write.  Now.  
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3.  MECHANICS 
Okay, so now you hold a stack of scripts.  And one of them feels like it 
could be a pretty strong idea.  You’ve analyzed your content and believe 
it is worthy of presentation.  Public presentation.  This is the time to give 
it a thorough once over that will insure it’s viewed like the professional 
piece of copy you hope it is.  Here is where Mechanics come in, to 
elevate your Content to the next level.  
 
WRITING IS EASY, RE-WRITING IS HARD 
And in our business, it’s all rewriting.  Revising, rethinking, shoring up 
the strategically dodgy parts…  Getting past the network censors, 
reaching the acceptable compromise that keeps a client buying and 
keeps you from looking in the mirror and thinking ‘sell out’ before 
flying off to LA and paying more attention to where you’ll eat than what 
you’ll make—no WAIT!  We already agreed: that’s not you, thank 
goodness… 
Now that you’ve actually written something, you have the wonderful 
luxury of rewriting it.  Don’t just pick at your work, jump in!  Rip it 
apart and put it back together again.  You can always save your earlier 
version so have at it!  Try the radical thought!  Find the real heart of the 
idea and work until you set it up perfectly.  Hopefully your script will 
grow a little stronger, a little tauter, a little better with each revision. 
Some get squeamish at the thought of ripping their own work apart, but 
better you than someone else.  Particularly someone you hope to impress 
with your creativity and talent. 
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WRITING WELL IS LIKE SCULPTING STONE 
You know that bit I wrote earlier about ‘your words are your pearls’?  I 
don’t know what the hell I was thinking.  I was way off base with that 
one. I mean, the pearl riff seemed good back then, but that was Content.  
We’re through with that, we’ve moved on.  Here in Mechanics, this 
whole ‘writing well is like sculpting stone’ makes much more sense. 
Because much like sculpting stone, copywriters reveal their artistry 
through a process of removal.  The greatness of a sculptor lies in her 
ability to take away everything that shouldn’t be there, until she has 
revealed the perfect beauty hidden in the rock. 
Take a careful look at the rubble crowding your script.  Perhaps it’s a 
flashy technique that you are forcing upon your concept.  Or maybe it’s 
an extraneous character or scene.  Did you slap on the standard product 
section, following it up with that time-honored structural cliché, the 
button?  Did you keep in a joke because you think it’s pretty good, even 
though it doesn’t really serve your strategy?  Being on strategy always 
outweighs getting a laugh, unless you have no strategy, in which case 
you can forget laughs because you’re dealing in tragedy. 
All of these common mistakes are natural by-products of the first draft.  
And they are exactly why re-writing is crucial.  Hard, but crucial. 
Right now, sit down and remove everything extraneous from your script. 
One ill-chosen word can cripple a punch line. 
Too much chatty copy can destroy the emotion of a music track. 
Too many words clutter supers, making them decidedly less so. 
After all, a commercial script is not prose.  It is a form of writing that no 
one wants to read.  Scripts are like architectural drawings; they are not 
an end product. They are a means to an end, telling everything that will 
be seen and heard on screen.  And just as architects don’t render every 
last finishing detail like the wallpaper patterns, you shouldn’t include 
things that don’t matter at this point. 
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All too often, too many words crowd all the available space in a spot 
when the greatest gift we can give our consumers is a moment to catch 
their breath and consider the salespitch we’re making. 
 
YOU ARE THE WRITER.  DO ONLY YOUR JOB. 
TV production is a team sport.  Which is why control freaks have such a 
hard time with it.  Frankly, A-types will be happier and more productive 
sticking to print.  The key to creating great TV is to assemble a team of 
highly skilled people and focus them on a well-defined goal.  You must 
learn to be open to their improvements and input; after all, you hired 
them. 
The first step to doing this well is to know what your job is and do only 
that.  Take away anything extraneous that falls outside your 
responsibility.  When you do this, you create room for the talents of your 
director, your actors, your designers, your editors and everyone else on 
your team. 
You are not the director, so keep all screen direction simple and to the 
point.  Don’t use your script to tell someone earning $10-20K a day 
where to put the camera unless it somehow sets up the story (i.e.: a 
close-up that WIDENS to a surprising REVEAL). 
You want the director’s input, you want them to bring their visual sense 
to your story—that same taste and sensibility that attracted you to their 
reel in the first place.  Do your job; let your directors do theirs. 
You are not the actor, so don’t marionette their every action by 
cluttering your script with too many performance nuances.  Your job is 
to provide actors a clear outline to work from, but still leave them room 
to create their own characters.  Don’t overuse cues like those 
parenthetical adverbs above your dialogue (sincerely, angrily, etc) unless 
the lines you wrote could be misinterpreted (i.e.: you need a line read 
sarcastically that could be read straight).  Yes, there really are smart 
commercial actors.  Find them, cast them, and they’ll make you sound 
like a very talented writer.  Do your job; let your actors do theirs. 
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You are not the editor, so don’t overdo the transition descriptions.  
FADE, SMASHCUT, WIPE, CUT TO: copy like this should only be 
used when it’s central to the idea of your story, which isn’t very often.  
Do your job; let your editors do theirs. 
You are not the set designer or stylist, so don’t overdo the set 
description.  Limit description to what’s essential; most details will be 
dictated by the location you choose later anyway.  Production companies 
hire professionals well versed at dressing all sorts of sets.  A good rule 
of thumb is to only describe anything crucial that’s out-of-the-ordinary.  
Do your job; let your stylists do theirs. 
Of course, all this said, you’re still pretty darn important.  You’re the 
one who’ll have to answer to the agency and the client if anyone on your 
team drops the ball.  You have to live with every decision made on the 
set; the set-ups cut when you run behind schedule, the copy changes 
made when you hear them performed live, the hundred and one other 
little nuances that pop up when thoughts become things. 
In this high-pressure situation, trusting the teammates you hire fosters an 
invaluable sense of commitment in the crew.  It shows confidence, 
which can save your bacon should things go bad later. 
That said, do not fall into the Patti Hearst syndrome where you identify 
so heavily with your production company that you lose sight of your 
responsibilities and your spot’s strategic objectives.  Every agency has 
its legendary tales of creative teams that went out on production and, in 
the style of Captain Kurtz, ‘spent too much time in country.  His 
methods became unsound.’ 
Productions are essentially oral contracts to build a certain commercial; 
if anything arises that falls too far outside those original plans, your 
client deserves to be given notice. 
Creating the idea, selling the idea, and later, watchdogging the process 
of bringing it to life—this is your job.  Do it well. 
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USE THE ACTIVE VOICE 
Scripts written in active voice crackle with energy.  This means that 
instead of writing ‘Zoe is sleeping’ you write the active ‘Zoe sleeps.’  
Active voice sounds more definitive, muscular and engaging.  Use it. 
In a similar manner, use colorful description.  ‘She enters’ can work, but 
you get a more complete sense of her character if ‘she tumbles in’, ‘she 
slinks in’ or ‘she saunters in’.  Make those pearls shine. 
 
DON’T WASTE TIME WITH SCRIPT NOTES 
Like the two column script format, script notes harken back to a less 
healthy time when people confused advertising research with science 
and thus felt compelled to explain the mental state and back story of the 
characters in your spot.  Good directors don’t read script notes because 
good directors know viewers will never see them! 
Script notes are a waste of time.  More dangerously, they encourage one 
of the worst habits in copywriters: verbosity.  No one really cares if the 
Mom in your spot went to Vassar, chaired the debate team, and lost her 
virginity to a handsome grad student late one night as she threw clay 
pots.  Don’t write script notes; instead, re-write your script again. 
 
SHOW, DON’T TELL 
Are you relying too heavily on announcer copy to drive your narrative?  
If so, don’t.  Your spot will be more effective if you make your point 
with pictures, if you show instead of tell, if you do instead of say.  It is 
no coincidence that ‘drama’ means ‘to do’.  You can write that someone 
is angry, and perhaps your announcer can say it.  But if instead you 
show someone throwing a pot through a window, no one will be 
remotely confused that indeed, the person is angry.  Directors care about 
the visual aspects of story.  If your television script could be read as 
radio, it’s time to rethink. 
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ONLY WRITE WHAT CAN BE SHOWN 
Does your script contain any information that can’t be conveyed on 
film?  Think this through carefully before you answer.  Never forget that 
the audience can’t see someone ‘deciding’, they can only see action.  In 
a similar manner, the audience does not have the benefit of your scene 
descriptions, so leave internal thoughts and feelings out.  Thought can’t 
be shown, it can only be demonstrated through action. 
This does not mean you have to explain everything; in fact please don’t.  
But you do have to decide what is crucial, you must demonstrate it, then 
move on.  You can suggest many things visually and that is usually the 
most powerful way to do it.  Verbal explanations pale before visual 
explanations. 
 
NEVER WRITE ‘WE SEE’ OR ‘WE HEAR’ 
It’s redundant.  If you write ‘car horns HONK’, whoever reads the script 
can safely assume we can hear them. 
 
SIGNS OF THE PROFESSIONAL SCRIPTWRITER 
All scripts are single-spaced. 
Not space and a half, not triple: single. 
TV scripts only use two margin settings. 
One that spans the width of the page for sluglines and screen action, and 
the other much more narrow in the center for dialogue. 
All scripts are typed in 14pt. Times. 
:30 scripts should fit on one page. 
I’m very suspect of any script over a page long that purports to be a :30.  
Nine times out of ten, that script is a masquerading :37. 
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And we all know the heartache those can cause.  Unless it is all 
dialogue, your :30 should fit on one page. 
Always capitalize the product name. 
Shameless sucking up?  Only partially.  This lovely habit actually serves 
a purpose; it helps production people to break down your script, quickly 
identifying where they need product shot set-ups. 
And unlike the product name, you only capitalize character names when 
they first appear. 
 
FINALLY, PROOFREAD 
This means more than just running spellcheck, which because it is 
grammatically clueless, is notoriously incomplete.  Spellcheck is little 
more than a failsafe.  It is up to you to sit down, comb through your 
work and fix anything that’s not perfect.  Presenting a script with an 
obvious typo is like wearing a tie with a spot or hose with a run: people 
will notice.  Generally, not favorably. 
Re-read your script carefully.  Then do it again. 
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4.  SAMPLE TV SCRIPT 
Call me picky, but by now it should be pretty clear that I believe 
professional writers should create professional-looking scripts.  In my 
opinion, the most professional-looking script follows the Hollywood 
screenplay format. 
 
The example that follows broadly outlines the details of that format.  Of 
course, some ad agencies still insist on clinging to the 60’s holdover of 
the twin-columned AUDIO/VIDEO commercial script format.  JWT 
Chicago is not one of those agencies.  These formats are ludicrous and 
arcane.  With today’s tremendous amount of crossover between the 
commercial, the television and the feature world, directors are most 
familiar with the Hollywood screenplay format.  So screenplay format it 
is. 
Let go of those 60’s relics there, Moondoggie.  
 
Read this sample script carefully for more practical details on using it 
correctly.  You will also be e-mailed this in Word, so you can download 
it and duplicate it as you type future scripts. 
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Client Date 
Product Length+initials 
 
 
"TITLE” (keep it simple; and never give away your joke)" 
 
EXT. or INT.  LOCATION - TIME OF DAY 
 
Write succinct descriptions of the setting and action here.  Your script must make 
sense when read cold, by directors, actors and production people.  The first time 
you mention a character, like ZEKE, capitalize the name.  After that, normal rules 
apply.  Also capitalize SFX, SONG LYRICS and PRODUCT NAMES. 
 

 ZEKE 
Type dialogue here.  Unless you have a very dialogue-
heavy script, :30’s should fit on one page.  If you go 
long, your writing is flabby.  Trim it. 
 

This wider margin is for screen direction only.  Describe actions simply.  Don’t 
worry about camera angles; that’s not your job.  Scripts should look clean. 
 

 WHEEZER 
 (use centered parentheticals for simple 
 direction, like ‘emphatically’) 
Never use quotation marks in screen dialogue! 

 
Scripts should communicate clearly.  So never write ‘we see’.  Use active voice for 
your verbs—‘is walking’ sounds weak; write ‘walks’ instead. 
 
EXT. or INT.  LOCATION - TIME OF DAY 
 
If you change location or time, type a new heading like above.  
 

 ZEKE 
Remember, scripts only have two settings; one for action, 
the other for dialogue.  And for god’s sake, don’t use a 
slew of tabs to create dialogue settings. 

 
Lastly, closing SUPER’s are CAPITALIZED and tabbed.  Like this: 
SUPER: GEE, THIS MAKES MY SCRIPT LOOK SUPER! 
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A FURTHER NOTE ON THE SAMPLE TV SCRIPT 
See what just happened?  After the super on the preceding page, I added 
a “Page Break” which is found under ‘Break’ in the ‘Insert’ menu at the 
top of the page.  For a clearer view of how this works, try pressing the 
“Show/Hide” backward ‘P’ paragraph symbol in the upper right tool bar 
of Word.  Neat, huh? 
Whenever you assemble multiple scripts in a single document, for god’s 
sake, use page breaks.  They are much more elegant and efficient than 
guess-timating how many returns you need to get you to the following 
page for your next script.  Besides, after making the inevitable revisions 
to your script, those line counts will change, throwing every other script 
in your collection out of whack. 
I know, I know; this is a very small thing.  I’ll admit it.  Then again, the 
difference between the Gold medal and the close-but-no-medal fourth 
place in the men’s 100-meter freestyle at Sydney was .09 seconds.  
Small things matter. 
Pros type neatly. 
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5.  SAMPLE RADIO SCRIPT 
 
The radio script format is incredibly simple; there’s only one constant 
margin setting.  So use only one.  Constantly. 
 
Learn this radio script format, and you’ll master a useful tool that will 
give you hours of good, clean all-family fun.  Unless you are writing 
beer radio scripts, which must be good, but should be decidedly non-all 
family. 
 
Again, please read this sample script carefully.  And look for an e-mail 
containing a Word version of this format as well. 
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Client Date 
Product Length+initials 
 
 
"TITLE" 
 

MUSIC: USE ALL CAPS TO DESCRIBE THE MUSIC STYLE OR A 
SPECIFIC SONG.  CAPITALIZE ALL LYRICS. 

ALSO: USE CAPS TO DESCRIBE YOUR SETTING AND AMBIENCE, 
LIKE ‘A CROWDED BAR’ OR ‘A HUSHED LIBRARY’.  

ACTOR: Notice how in the description above, I did not have to add a return 
or tab when the sentence went longer than one line…  That’s 
because of this nifty ruler setting, which automatically indents 
longer sentences.  This setting prevents you from constantly re-
formatting when your picky-ass GCD or ECD changes your copy. 

 Of course, every time you start a new line, you will have to tab.  
But over-reliance on tabs is the sure sign of someone in desperate 
need of remedial word-processing training.  And none of us wants 
that.  So break those bad habits.  Now. 

ACTOR 2: That’s about all there is to how the radio format works.  Simple, 
huh?  Dialogue gets its own line, as do any 

MUSIC: Music Cues or 
SFX: REMEMBER TO CAPITALIZE SFX DESCRIPTIONS. 
ACTOR: There’s a very good reason for capitalizing SFX and giving SFX 

their own line; it makes it easier for engineers to pull them before 
your session begins, saving time and money. 

ACTOR 2: There.  Much better.  Now, when you type your next script, just 
duplicate this file and type right over it.  I for one will thank you. 

ANNCR: J. Walter Thompson, Chicago. 
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6.  REVISIONS AND CLIENT INPUT 
It’s not fair.  You presented pearls, absolute pearls.  You sculpted that 
script like Michaelangelo on a caffeine binge.  And the client responded 
with ‘we’re not quite there yet’, ‘we need some tweaks’, or that 
ostensibly-considerate-of-your-feelings-but-they-ain’t-fooling-nobody 
phrase so beloved by every brand in the massive Phillip Morris 
organization: ‘My wish for it would be…’ 
Sorry Shakespeare, it happens.  It comes with the job.  Rejection is a 
way of life and if you take it personally you’re gonna be spooning out 
your metaphoric eyes ala King Lear.  Which is not good.  Instead, go 
ahead and take a minute to rage and ridicule.  Vent, curse, mock.  Gnash 
your teeth and rail at the heavens…  Then get over it. 
Because no matter how brilliant your work is when first presented, odds 
are you’ll be sent back for rewrites. 
Hard as it may be to believe with the slap of rejection still stinging fresh 
on your cheek, revisions are not necessarily a bad thing.  If your client is 
sharp, they can be quite the opposite.  So do not consider change a 
defacto loss.  There’s always another answer, another way to skin a cat.  
There’s always a sharper idea waiting to be discovered out beyond the 
horizon.  There’s always tomorrow for dreams to come true on your own 
personal Island of Misfit Toys.  Though it may not seem so at the time. 
Challenging times like these separate the professionals from the 
pretenders.  It is not enough to merely survive; this is a time to thrive.
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BEFORE CHANGING, RECONSULT THE STRATEGY 
My first project at Thompson was the multi-agency shootout for the 
Kraft Brand Equity advertising initiative.  This international food 
megalith asked all six of their roster shops to pitch ideas on how to 
organize their widely varied portfolio of food products.  We needed to 
link everything from Kraft Singles to Maxwell House to Altoids with 
one simple, compelling consumer message. 
Once again, Thompson’s considerable planning expertise made a huge 
difference for us.  They discovered that today’s busy Moms only really 
connect with their families during mealtimes.  Since Kraft makes foods 
for every meal occasion, they hold a unique position of being the one 
company committed to forging these family connections.  This was a 
very human, very warm insight… 
And a very, very complex process.  While the idea was simple, the path 
to production was long and politically volatile; spanning both deeply 
entrenched meal divisions and international borders.  Week after week, 
month after month for nearly half a year, we pitched and revised until 
we won the account.  More months followed, as we made the rounds 
again to sell the actual work.  Finally, after half a year trotting out 
dozens of iterations of our idea, we achieved total buy in from every 
division at Kraft for our program. 
That’s when Kraft asked for a new campaign. 
For a day, we walked around, stunned and breathless, as if someone had 
taken a Hillerich and Bradsby to our collective stomachs.  It had taken 
us six months to get here and now we were starting over at ground zero. 



 
 

 

33 

Actually, that was not quite true.  During those long six months of 
selling and revising the creative, the strategy was also polished and 
refined.  The process forced the team to focus on the strategy so intently 
that it shone, trim and muscular in all of our synapses.  Thanks to this 
strategic understanding, we delivered a new campaign in two weeks, one 
we produced, one that impacted this multi-national megalith in ways far 
beyond simply sixty second TV spots.  And one that, in the final 
measure, was far better than the one we had worked on for all those prior 
months. 
Never lose heart.  Fatalism is weakness.  Remember if your creative is in 
trouble but the strategy’s sound, you’re not really in much trouble at all.  
You just have to get to work. 
 
LISTEN FOR THEIR PROBLEMS, NOT SOLUTIONS 
When your presentation doesn’t go over well, many clients try to jump 
in and offer solutions.  Bite your tongue and listen.  Sometimes they 
actually might have a decent idea (see later section) but more 
importantly, you can learn their real issues which they might be able to 
fully express. 
We easily forget that we have seen the work many, many times already; 
clients who have less familiarity with the medium to begin with get a 
fraction of the time with our ideas, and in that short span they are 
expected to understand it, judge it, and verbalize their critique.  It is 
extremely difficult to put dissatisfaction into words after only seeing 
something two or three times.  So don’t expect clear, cogent direction at 
this point (but thank your lucky stars if you have a client who actually 
does provide it). 
If you listen carefully, you may learn what is really putting them off.  
And once defined, any problem’s much easier to fix. 
Don’t look for clients to solve your problem; the trick is to look for how 
to solve theirs. 
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WHAT DO YOU CHANGE, WHAT DON’T YOU CHANGE? 
What’s sacred and what can be sacrificed?  What is a reasonable 
compromise and what is a bridge too far?  These are tough questions and 
unfortunately, there are no consistent guidelines.  The answers vary.  A 
lot.  A whole lot.  But when it rains lemons, you might as well pull out 
the juicer and make lemonade. 
In general, always be ready to sacrifice style, but never sacrifice story.  
Said another way, executions can be changed ‘til the cows come home 
(or the ship date hits) but if you can’t sell clients your idea, your best bet 
is to pull it off the table.  Kill it yourself before it becomes some hideous 
mutant, some awful half-thing neither you nor the client ever envisioned, 
and so ends up being spurned by both. 
Most problems clients have with presentations arise when visually 
thinking creatives over-reach and try to sell executional styles as part of 
their idea.  Did you ever notice how the consistently busy art directors, 
the ones that are always on shoots, generally with better directors, do the 
simplest storyboards?  They don’t put in flash cuts or tiny production 
details; they tell their stories simply, with an absolute minimum of 
fussiness.  They make it simple for the client to see the idea. 
This is the goal, this should be your ultimate aim: to convey your idea as 
simply as possible. 
At this point, you need to forget execution.  You can always sell that 
down the road when you’re actually in production (and when you have a 
fancy-schmancy director selling it for you).  Right now, only focus on 
what is in service of your idea. 
Whether or not you shoot your candybar spot in ancient Jordan with a 
cast of albino Nubian slaves breakdancing to a harmonica and finger-
cymbals track probably doesn’t mean nearly as much to anyone else in 
the process as you.  Learn to be ruthless in separating ideas and 
executions.  Simplicity sells. 
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DO NOT SOLVE IT ON THE SPOT; WAIT 
It’s true, Mick and Keith wrote “Satisfaction” in fifteen minutes, 
incredible lick and all.  But to clients, speed often cheapens the 
perception of the value behind what we do.  Which is a good reason not 
to try to solve every client problem during your first meeting. 
I am well aware that this can cause incredible strain, but you will save 
yourself considerable headaches and creative development time if you 
obey this rule. Sure, you want to close as soon as possible, but solving 
your clients’ concerns on the spot only rarely works.  Still, it’s an 
immense temptation to quick-witted ad people.  Maybe you’ve listened 
carefully to their issues and believe hey, the answer’s simple.  No big 
deal, you have the solution, you can vamp it now. 
Don’t.  The reality is they don’t want to hear it now. They just said they 
don’t think it’s right.  Publicly.  They are not ready to buy it.  Not at this 
moment. 
You may very well have the correct, appropriate answer.  Intellectually, 
you may be right.  But emotionally, in that mindset where sales are made 
and lost, you can not be more wrong.  At this moment, your clients’ 
heads are not with you.  They’ve just said no.  Psychologically, they’re 
not ready to change their minds and suddenly say yes.  You must give 
them time and allow them to change their position with some semblance 
of dignity.   
That’s okay.  You haven’t lost yet.  Use the time-honored out of “We’ll 
do some thinking on your input and get back to you soon” and leave the 
room.  Know that you can walk out the room, spend five minutes fixing 
your boards at the agency, and be back to them in a few days when 
they’re ready to listen again. 
And hey, you might even dream up a better idea during those extra few 
days. 
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YES, CLIENTS CAN HAVE GOOD IDEAS 
No, not always.  Then again, you don’t always have good ideas either.  
But think about it: clients make considerable investments in the ideas.  
They too spend hours thinking about the spot.  They too make a career 
investment in the spot’s success.  So it’s not unreasonable for them to 
have some decent ideas. 
Encourage client input…up to a point.  You don’t want them typing 
scripts, but you do want to know how they see your idea.  Hopefully, 
their vision lines up with yours or you have more selling to do.   
Disregarding client input on mere principle cuts out one more asset you 
might have in making your spot great.  In the best cases, your client 
relationship is a partnership based on trust and respect.  In the worst 
case, you are merely a vendor who takes orders.  If you are in the latter 
category, focus on trying to change that. 
You can’t change the fact that some other agency idiot treated them 
shabbily or disregarded their opinion, but you can show them a better 
way to work.  You can teach them what it’s like to work with a 
dedicated, talented professional.  You can demonstrate your 
commitment to the good of their brand. 
Like any good relationship, this requires listening.  To their ideas, to 
their worries, to their war stories of the politics they face on the path to 
approval.  Listen.  You’ll learn. 
Always treat good clients with respect.  And treat bad clients with more 
respect than they deserve; it’s the only way you might be able to change 
their status.  
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KNOW THE DIFFERENCE: SERVICE vs ACCOMODATION 
Again, this is largely a judgement call, but you must make sure whatever 
changes you make ultimately serve the needs of the brand and not the 
fleeting politics of the moment.  This can put you on a collision course 
with unpleasantness.  It is always simpler to roll over in a meeting and 
appease the client.  But that is not servicing their needs, it is 
accommodating their wants.  And two months later, when the results are 
on the screen, those accommodations will seem much more trivial and 
you’ll be the one forced to defend the bad decision made for reasons 
now forgotten. 
You’ll be the one apologizing for the compromise.  Worse still, the 
client will probably act like the change was somehow your idea. 
Get the support of your account team and be willing to endure the 
uncomfortable meeting.  If your point is valid and your idea is strong, in 
the end it will prove itself.  This is the way you build partnership; by 
demonstrating that you truly care about the product and how it will 
effect the brand.  This shows you are a partner.  Clients are more 
respectful of partners, partners share their investment, and so they are 
less likely to take cheap shots later.  It is always time well spent 
engaging clients, selling them, proving your dedication to them. 
Ultimately, you get the respect you deserve…and occasionally demand. 
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ONE FINAL WARNING 
In the heat of the moment, it’s so tempting to lash out at a client.  There 
you are, forced to listen to some person without a single creative bone in 
their body pass judgement on your idea and they are savaging it.  They 
don’t get it and they are insisting on the most infantile, pedantic 
solutions instead of your inspired brilliance. 
This happens.  A lot.  It can feel maddening, frustrating, and awful.  And 
you will be tempted to publicly humiliate your client on everything from 
their lack of creative sense to their incredibly clumsy taste in shoes. 
Don’t. 
It may go against every instinct you may have, but don’t.  You won’t 
win.  Worse, you will lose.  Miserably.  Every last time. 
Any time you make the client the enemy, you’ve lost. 
Never let it get personal.  Sure it hurts.  It’s humiliating to hear someone 
who doesn’t get it pass judgment wrongly.  But it will pass.  The 
smartass insult you let fly in the heat of the moment will not.  It will live 
on as if carved in stone, passed along from brand manager to brand 
manager and you will not live it down.  
I have hurt myself time and time again by not following these 
instructions.  Impetuous and insulted, I’ve allowed myself to be baited 
into a no-win battle of wills with clients.  And what do you know?  I 
didn’t win. 
The simple truth is whether you agree with them or not, they are the 
clients and it is your job to sell them on your idea.  If they don’t buy it, 
you must get them another idea.  And fast.  There’s no sense whining 
about this.  This is our job. 
So breathe deep, shake it off, and try to move on—less for the good of 
the brand than your own good.  That Christ fella may have been onto 
something with his whole ‘turn the other cheek’ thing.  It works in our 
business. 
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7.  CONTENT CHECKLIST 
 
Here, for those with short attention spans, is a re-iteration of this 
handbook’s basic points on content: 
 
• START WITH THE STRATEGY 
• LADDER UP ATTRIBUTES TO BENEFITS 
• FOLLOW STRATEGIES, BUT LET YOUR MIND WANDER 
• THINK VISUALLY FIRST 
• LOOK FOR ONE MEMORABLE IMAGE 
• NO MEMORABLE IMAGE?  WRITE MEMORABLE COPY 
• YOUR WORDS ARE YOUR PEARLS 
• CLIENTS WILL ALWAYS SPEND MONEY ON BIG IDEAS 
• RESPECT THE PRODUCT 
• WEAVE YOUR PRODUCT IN, DON’T TACK IT ON 
• DON’T WASTE TIME WRITING UNSHOOTABLE SCRIPTS 
• REALISM IS NO EXCUSE FOR BAD DRAMA 
• WORK THROUGH THE CHOREOGRAPHY 
• TAKE IT PERSONALLY 
• CREATE INTERESTING, WELL-DRAWN CHARACTERS 
• DON’T BE TOO ON THE NOSE 
• START STRONG, FINISH STRONGER 
• WRITERS WRITE 
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8.  MECHANICS CHECKLIST 
 
Here, for those with short attention spans, is a re-iteration of this 
handbook’s basic points on mechanics: 

 
• WRITING IS EASY, RE-WRITING IS HARD 
• WRITING WELL IS LIKE SCULPTING STONE 
• YOU ARE THE WRITER.  DO ONLY YOUR JOB. 
• USE THE ACTIVE VOICE 
• DON’T WASTE TIME WITH SCRIPT NOTES 
• SHOW, DON’T TELL 
• ONLY WRITE WHAT CAN BE SHOWN 
• NEVER WRITE ‘WE SEE’ OR ‘WE HEAR’ 
• ALL SCRIPTS ARE SINGLE SPACED. 
• TV SCRIPTS ONLY USE TWO MARGIN SETTINGS. 
• ALL SCRIPTS ARE TYPED IN 14PT. TIMES. 
• :30 SCRIPTS SHOULD FIT ON ONE PAGE. 
• ALWAYS CAPITALIZE THE PRODUCT NAME. 
• PROOFREAD.  NOW DO IT AGAIN. 
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Afterward 
 

It is my deepest hope that you use this handbook. 
 
It is my most fervent desire that it helps you attack your craft with 
renewed passion. 
 
It is my dream that you write the ad that makes me say ‘Damn, I wish 
I’d written that.” 
 
Go, write. 
 
Build, inspire. 
 
Accomplish, succeed. 

 
 
 
Appreciatively, 
 
Dennis 


