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Abstract 

 

The Academician-Practitioner Gap:  

The Past, Present and Future 

 

by 

 

Jocelyn Shiuan Lai, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

SUPERVISOR: Gary Wilcox 

 

The academician-practitioner gap has been long discussed within the 

advertising community. There has been extensive literature published, numerous 

organizations formed and changes made in the academic and practitioner worlds, 

all to address and help close the gap. This report is an analysis of the academician-

practitioner gap, what it entails, why it exists and what must be in place to begin 

properly reducing the gap. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

For decades, scholars have studied the academician-practitioner gap in 

advertising and generally speaking have reached the following conclusion: 

academic knowledge is ineffectively disseminated due to improper academic 

organizational structures and practitioners’ tendency to operate by autonomously 

defined theories (Nyilasy, 2007, pp. 437-439). Today, this gap still exists, and the 

emergence of the digital era has emphasized its existence. The digital era is driving 

an increasing rate of change in technology, media and marketing, and both 

advertising academicians and practitioners have suffered somewhat as a 

consequence: digital technology is a new element, about which neither group is 

expert. As a result, academicians and practitioners have had to stop and reevaluate 

their approaches. With increasing pressure on both groups to stay up to date with 

industry developments, academicians and practitioners are beginning to 

voluntarily seek each others’ counsel. This mind-shift could potentially form an 

influential piece to help bridge the academician-practitioner gap.  

This report evaluates the gap through the following: (1) a review of existing 

literature on the academician-practitioner gap; (2) a comparison of academicians’ 

and practitioners’ views of advertising; and (3) an analysis of the efforts academic 

institutions and advertising agencies have made, individually and in collaboration, 

to decrease this gap.  
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The report intentionally begins at a broader historic level, discussing 

existing literature on the gap and traditional advertising models and theories.  This 

background is crucial to understanding the differences in how academicians and 

practitioners view advertising.. After identifying key differences between the two 

groups, the author goes one step further to explore why the differences exist, 

drilling into underlying motivations for each of the groups, supported with case 

studies. Lastly, these factors are then compared and contrasted and evaluated for 

success against existing academician-practitioner collaborations.  

Through this narrowing of elements, the author concludes that in this 

digital age, because academicians and practitioners have limited knowledge, they 

are more open to collaborating with each other. This alone is promising, but to 

truly make strides towards reducing this gap, academicians and practitioners must 

determine a symbiotic relationship that feeds both groups’ motivation and success 

factors.  
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Chapter Two 

The Academician-Practitioner Gap 

Advertising is a form of communication that is intrinsically and infinitely 

shaped by technology, which continually changes and is doing so today more 

rapidly then ever. As a result, advertising evolves from day to day – any new, hot 

execution runs the risk of becoming stale the very next day.  

Advertising practitioners are quick to recognize and react to these changes, 

as it is their job to help clients track and tread through these waves, determining 

which ones are relevant to their clients’ business and what would be the best 

approach. Likewise, academicians aim to keep up with these changes, creating new 

studies that lend to the science of advertising, and modifying their curriculum to 

graduate students who are prepared to join the advertising work force, with up-to-

date knowledge. Although both groups understand the importance of studying 

industry changes, there is still disparity between what academicians and 

practitioners study and share within their individual environments.  

Marketing and advertising literature has long-discussed the lack of 

communication between academicians and practitioners that prevents the two 

groups from mutually benefiting from and growing each other through knowledge 

exchange (“Developing, Disseminating and Utilizing Marketing Knowledge” 1988) 

(Lantos, 1994) (Reid, 1998) (Nyilasy 2007). Dr. Shelby Hunt calls this the 

“academician-practitioner gap” (Hunt, 2002). 
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Hunt was the first to address this issue and coin the term, claiming that the 

gap exists due to lack of communication between the two groups. This gap is a 

concern for the following reasons: (1) Advertising contains an element of science, 

which benefits from the involvement of academicians; (2) Universities, in part, 

should prepare their students for a job in a related field of study. Thus, so long as 

the gap exists, the industry will remain unaware of existing knowledge, studies, 

theories, and models from which it can benefit. Simultaneously, students will 

experience a disconnect from the advertising they learn in school and what their 

first advertising job asks of them.  

In 2007, Gergely Nyilasy echoed this concern, stating that not addressing 

and attempting to eliminate the gap would be “unfortunate and detrimental to the 

future interests of both advertising/marketing academia and practice” (Nyilasy, 

2007, p. 436). In his paper, The Academician-Practitioner Gap in Advertising, 

Nyalisy conducted an exhaustive analysis of existing literature surrounding this 

topic, pin-pointing five reasons as to why the gap exists:  

(1) Knowledge dissemination 

(2) Knowledge content / form 

(3) Academic organizational structures 

(4) Philosophy of science 

(5) Practitioner knowledge and utilization 

 



5 

Figure 2.1 

 

(Nyilasy) 

 

Following the analysis, Nyalisy concludes that existing literature on the gap 

is skewed in perspective, revealing more research and insight into the academic 

than practitioner community, as seen in Figure 2.1. Thus, the solution to tapering 

the gap begins with better understanding expectations, processes and mindsets of 

advertising practitioners.  
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The Academician View on How Advertising Works 

Academicians and sociologists have introduced new persuasion models 

since the early 1900’s, and as consumers and media have changed, so have the 

models and theories for how advertising work. The overall progression is from the 

belief of a powerless consumer, to a rational, emotionally-driven consumer. 

The Hypodermic Needle Theory, or Magic Bullet Theory, was one of the first 

major mass communication theories, established in the 1920’s, the age of mass 

media technologies, radio and television. The Hypodermic Needle theory viewed 

mass media as a powerful, controlling force on a powerless, passive audience. 

Hypodermic Needle theorists believed media had a direct interaction with a large 

group of individuals, “injecting” messages into the individuals’ brains, 

unbeknownst to them. This “injection” would dictate a uniform way for the 

audience to behave, and the audience would unquestioningly accept and react as 

such.  

A compelling case study that demonstrated this theory was the famous 

“Panic Broadcast” in 1938 Orson Welles and the Mercury Theater group 

interrupted the radio broadcasting of “War of the Worlds” with a message that 

Martians had landed on Earth and were invading our cities (Wilcox, 2006). This 

message resulted in national chaos as one million people actually believed the 

message (Real, 1980). The result of this broadcast suggested that the public 
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audience was impressionable enough for the media to manipulate. Today, this 

view of consumer gullibility is no longer a widely accepted theory.  

Rather, the majority of academicians today acknowledge models that lend 

credence to the hierarchy of effects theory, acknowledging the audience’s freedom 

and power of choice. This viewpoint was adopted by integrating a group of 

traditional theories: Economic, Responsive, Psychological and Social. The 

Economic Theory states that consumers are rational decision makers who look for 

maximum utility at minimal cost. On the contrary, consumers of the Responsive 

Theory buy with minimal effort and respond non-rationally through routine, 

learned stimulus and repetition. The Psychological Theory implies that consumers 

are neither completely rational nor irrational, and that they do at times act on 

emotions and thoughts, favoring products that offer them emotional satisfaction 

instead of functional benefits. Lastly, Social Theory draws that consumers make 

decisions to fit into their surrounding environment (Stout, 2009). 

The earliest hierarchy of effects model was AIDA, formed by St. Elmo Lewis 

in 1898 (Strong, 1925). The AIDA model takes the consumer from the stage of 

Awareness, to Interest, to Desire, to Action. Since its conception, the AIDA model 

has expanded into numerous forms. However, its basic structure still persists, best 

known today as the marketing funnel. All hierarchy of effect models look at 

consumers and brands from a one-time communication perspective, ignoring 
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after-effects of cognitive dissonance and consonance, assuming that the 

relationship ends at purchase.  

Today, marketers are increasingly exploring the post-purchase experience 

to eliminate the potential for cognitive dissonance and increase feelings of 

cognitive consonance. Cognitive dissonance is best described by the colloquial 

term, “buyer’s remorse,” where a consumer feels uncomfortable about their 

purchase and may consequently delay a repurchase or switch brands for their next 

purchase (Festinger, 1957). Cognitive consonance is mental harmony as a result of 

alignment of attitudes, behavior, beliefs and knowledge. In this state, purchases are 

positively affirmed, creating satisfaction and possibly loyalty and evangelism 

(Festinger). Chapter 3 explores how new models now include these after-effects. 

Another accepted model is the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), 

developed by R. E. Petty and J. T. Cacioppo in the early 1980s. The ELM depicts 

how attitudes are formed and changed and involves two routes of persuasion: 

central and peripheral. The central route relies on cognition and rationalization of 

the message, whereas the peripheral route relies on environmental characteristics 

of the message. The route taken relies on the amount of elaboration, which is 

determined by motivation, ability and opportunity. The theory behind the ELM is 

that attitudes formed under high elaboration are stronger than those formed 

under low elaboration (Brock, 2005).  
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All these models are timeless, as they could potentially work in any 

medium. However, academicians and practitioners have realized that the growth 

of digital technology affects how much control advertisers and their audiences 

have on each other. With that, Rodgers and Thorson created the Interactive 

Advertising Model (IAM) in 2001, which acknowledges online advertising and the 

increased role consumers play in determining the final outcome (Rodgers, 2000). 

The IAM begins with consumer-controlled functions, which spur the advertiser to 

display a specific message format, which the consumer then responds to through 

action, or lack thereof.  
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Figure 2.2 

 

(Rodgers) 

 

These models are relatively linear in format, in that event A causes event B, 

which results in event C; they all generally follow a variation of the Learn-Feel-Do 

sequence, nearly always starting with an intention and ending with an action. 

However, the models and theories differ in that the earlier models and theories 

looked at consumers in isolation, disregarding any potential influencing factors 

such as need for cognition, or previous experience, or product type.  
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 With such robust history on theories and models of how advertising works, 

one would think they would come into play in the practitioner field. But, 

interestingly, Nyilasy and Reid found that practitioners, for the most part, do not 

adhere to academic theories. Instead, they strategize and govern based upon their 

own knowledge and experience and such guidance and background provided by 

their client. Thus, they essentially form their own theories and rules as opposed to 

looking toward some academically grounded theory. 

 

The Practitioner View on How Advertising Works 

In 2009, Nyilasy and Reid published Agency Practitioner Theories of How 

Advertising Works, which explores the practitioner side of the gap to answer: 

“What is agency practitioners’ quasi-theoretical knowledge of how advertising 

works?” Nyilasy and Reid interviewed 28 senior-level agency practitioners in 

account management, account planning and creative from a full range of agency 

sizes to reveal practitioners’ views, knowledge structures and theories on 

advertising, how they affect what advertising practitioners expect from recent 

graduates, and how it all compares to the academic community’s perspectives and 

processes.  

The first finding was that agency practitioners do, in fact, believe 

advertising works – that advertising changes behavior, thinking, and attitudes. 

However, unlike the early academic theories, practitioners also believe that 
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consumers have significant control over advertising. The four effects the 

interviewed practitioners stated advertising has on consumers are:  

(1) Attention to Advertising 

(2) Brand Awareness 

(3) Rational and Emotional Attitudes 

(4) Behavioral Response 

Attention to advertising was defined as “a memory-type 

construct…signif[ying] cognitive input of ad content into memory,” meaning before 

advertising can even work, advertisers have to break through the clutter and the 

“boredom barrier” and first garner attention from the consumer (Nyalisy, 2009, p. 

643). It is in that context that ad agencies believe that their product must be 

“intrusive.” Following this step, the objective was not only to have the consumer 

remember the advertised brand but to also increase brand presence and 

permanence in the consumer’s mind. With brand awareness, agencies aimed to 

have consumers join the brand. As previously mentioned, the practitioners 

interviewed believed advertising affects rational and emotional attitudes: “One is a 

rational sell and one is an emotional sell. I think the way that advertising works is 

that it hits on both of those successfully” (Nyilasy, p.86). However, when asked 

which one takes precedence, the practitioners ranked emotional over cognition, 

claiming that the rational piece was merely to determine what was an emotionally-

connecting insight, and what was not. The final effect the practitioners discussed 
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was behavioral response – eliciting action to buy – reinforcing that no matter what, 

the goal was to drive dollars for the client’s brand.  

From these four effects, which are reminiscent of the various hierarchy of 

effects models (namely AIDA), practitioners operate on two main theories, both of 

which they created autonomously: 

(1) Break through and Engage 

(2) Mutation of Effects 

The “break through and engage” theory acknowledges the “boredom barrier” 

aforementioned, stating that effective advertising breaks through attention 

detractors and emotionally captivates and engages with the audience through a 

relevant, unexpected or entertaining message. The “mutation of effects” theory is 

consumer-focused, declaring that exposure to advertising calluses consumers’ 

receptivity towards the messages (Nyilasy). One of the interviewed creative 

directors compares the phenomenon to a vaccination:  

“…you get inoculated for polio by them giving you the virus. And then your 

body becomes immune to it. Well, that’s kind of like advertising. If you’ve 

seen the Budweiser frog and now I’m going to come along and give you the 

Miller Lite frogs…you know it’s not going to work” (Nyilasy, 2009, p. 87). 

As for the key elements to creating advertising that works, all interviewed 

practitioners stated that there is only one rule: creativity. One of the account 

planners asserted:  



14 

“…it has to be creative. And I don’t mean creative simply in the sense of the 

way that it is visually presented or filmed or worded, but we have to be 

very innovate in terms of how that message is going to break through the 

clutter, as well as break through the mind-set, and be so compelling that it 

will ignite that brand relationship.” (Nyilasy, 2009. Page 88) 

A creative director sang the same tune: 

 “So I think that there’s a strong parallel between fresh thinking and market 

effectiveness…Either you can play it safe and be at risk to losing the 

marketing war or you can try and constantly come up with fresh ideas.” 

(Nyilasy) 

When asked to define creativity, the practitioners characterized it as such: 

“unexpected,” “interesting,” “fresh,” “unconventional,” “different,” breaking 

through the clutter,” all boiling down to the common factor of defying and denying 

any sense of formula (Nyilasy).  

The practitioners believed that adhering to a formula would erase any 

potential effectiveness of advertising because it would stray from their Break 

Through and Engage theory. “If this business is reduced to a formula, then you 

don’t need all these agencies…you learn those rules don’t work. I mean there’s too 

many exceptions. People make a lot of money breaking the rules,” stated one of the 

account planners (Nyilasy, p.88). 
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 Ironically, the belief in not adhering to formulas seems to be a direct result 

from understanding existing formulas. Nyilasy calls this “theories-in-denial,” in 

which advertising practitioners are aware of and familiar with existing theories, 

yet do not believe in them, claiming that it stifles creativity – the most important 

factor in advertising.  To practitioners, the only rule in advertising is, that there are 

no rules.  
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Chapter Three 

Key Differences in Viewpoints 

Several disparities surface upon studying how academicians and 

practitioners each view advertising’s purpose and how it works. The key 

differences discussed below are not findings extracted from existing literature, but 

rather, conclusions drawn by combining the extensive review of literature on how 

the two groups view advertising with the author’s personal work experience and 

education in advertising.  

Although still a relative novice, the author’s work experience consists of 

working at full-service advertising agencies (both independent and Omnicom 

owned, integrated and digital), media companies, and client-side, spanning across 

traditional, multicultural and digital advertising as well as business development, 

public relations and recruiting. These experiences have been an important part of 

the author’s education; the author holds a Bachelor of Science in Advertising and is 

currently pursuing a Master of Arts in Advertising. Thus, the author has studied, 

learned about and practiced advertising from various angles that bolster findings 

from existing literature as well as credibly unveil new findings. The four proposed 

key differences in viewpoints between advertising academicians and practitioners 

are:  

(1) The role of advertising agencies 

(2) The role of creativity in advertising 
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(3) The attitude towards formulas and rules in advertising 

(4) The underlying motivator per group 

 

The Role of Advertising Agencies 

 The formal definition and scope of advertising is generally agreed upon 

between academicians and practitioners: a form of communication that uses paid 

media to inform and/or persuade a specific audience. However, academicians cling 

to this definition much more strictly and tighter than do practitioners. 

In the academic world, textbooks and professors teach a very clear 

distinction between advertising and the rest of marketing. Advertising is taught as 

a component of the “Promotion” piece of the 4P’s of Marketing. Additionally, the 

academic world teaches that advertising is not editorial content, public relations, 

sales promotions, packaging, direct or database marketing (Wilcox, 2006). In The 

Teaching of Advertising Management: Essential, Elective, or Extraneous, Stuhlfaut 

and Davis acknowledge this teaching: “Many people in the field and a number of 

introductory textbooks separate advertising from promotion, direct response, 

Internet or electronic marketing, and other business-communication activities” 

(Stuhlfaut, 2010).  

 Further supporting this distinct definition of advertising, many academic 

institutions teach that advertising’s objective is not to directly drive sales, but to 

garner attention, attitudes, and actions. Dr. Geraldine Henderson from The 
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University of Texas at Austin teaches that attaching a sales objective to an 

advertising objective results in over-promised results and scope creep. Henderson 

places the existence of scope creep on the shoulders of Account Managers and 

clients – clients expect advertising to meet business and sales objectives and 

advertising agencies fail to properly manage that expectation. As a result, for 

example, if advertising is expected to solve a brand’s sales objectives and the brand 

has a flawed distribution model, no matter how grand of an advertising campaign 

the agency executes, the promised objective is unattainable and the project scope 

will continue to increase. Advertising can not solve a business problem beyond 

brand perception, awareness, recognition, recall and engagement (Henderson, 

2010).   

In conclusion, academicians are very clear on distinguishing advertising 

from all other sales, marketing and business efforts. To academicians, business 

objectives define how a business is run. Marketing objectives set market share and 

sales goals, and advertising objectives focus on driving awareness, recall, 

perception, attitudes. According to academicians, advertising objectives should 

never promise a sale or conversion because it is not solely responsible for 

directing sales. It is key “to recognize that sales transactions are part of a complex 

web of interactions that at core are social” (Beakbane, 2003, p. 10). This teaching is 

a hugely significant portion and an underlying theme of Henderson’s Integrated 

Marketing Communication class. 
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 Interestingly, while breaking this clear and strict definition of the role and 

place of advertising agencies is a grave faux-pas in the academic world, it is a 

seemingly low concern for practitioners. In fact, numerous advertising agencies 

embrace a looser definition of their role and are willing to face scope creep as a 

way to increase their project size and involvement with their clients’ brand or 

simply to keep the business and consequently the agency afloat. 

 Although the formal definition of advertising’s responsibility does not 

include sales, many practitioners are still held to drive that measure. In Nyalisy’s 

study, he found that “[w]hile memory-based and attitudinal ad effects are 

important, most of the practitioners interviewed insisted the ultimate goal of any 

advertising effort is buying behavior” (Nyilasy, 2009, p.86). One of the interviewed 

creative directors shared that as a copywriter in a previous job, “they had one rule 

there, and that was, ‘Move the merchandise’… if the cash registers were not 

ringing, advertising wasn’t doing its job, and heads were going to roll” (Nyilasy). 

Chris Hackley attributes this difficulty in separating advertising from sales to the 

fact that “any communications activity, whatsoever…at some level, has a marketing 

motive,” and will only remain difficult to separate “unless the artificial distinctions 

between promotional activity are dissolved” (Hackley, 2002, p. 212).  

An account manager (name to remain anonymous) at Barkley, an integrated 

advertising agency in Kansas City, shared his experience on how much emphasis 

clients place on revenue in evaluating their relationships and satisfaction levels 
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with advertising agencies. (Barkley, 2011)  Barkley was Sonic’s agency of record 

(AOR) for 17 years, which ended in October 2010. According to the account 

manager, the last few years were extremely rocky as Sonic attributed its slip in 

revenue and profits partly to Barkley’s responsibility: “It was really stressful to 

constantly be trying to do everything just to keep the business…all they cared 

about was making the cash register ring.” He also stated Barkley decided not to 

defend the Sonic business because of the unhealthy standards they were evaluated 

against. Further, trade publications acknowledged boosting sales figures as a goal 

for Goodby, Silverstein & Partners, Sonic’s newly selected advertising agency:  

“Goodby faces some marketing and turnaround challenges, as Sonic's same-

store sales have slid in recent years. For the fiscal year ended Aug. 31, Sonic 

reported a 7.8% decline in same-store sales, a 4.3% decline in same-store 

sales for fiscal year 2009, and only a 0.9% rise in fiscal year 2008.” 

(Morrison, 2011) 

Many practitioners today go even further than just accepting some capacity 

of a sales responsibility through their advertising role. The process of creating an 

advertising campaign requires multiple agencies, departments and client partners 

– an entire integrated campaign is rarely produced by a single agency. With these 

dynamics, agencies are constantly vying for a larger seat at the table, whether it is 

in form of advertising or not. The ultimate goal for an advertising agency is to 

make it a requirement to have them in the picture – that the client turn to them, as 

http://adage.com/article/agency-news/sonic-names-goodby-creative-agency-record/148611/
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opposed to the other partner constituents, for any needs outside of the agreed 

upon scope.  

This agency dynamic, combined with the still-recovering economy and the 

increasing rate of technological changes has revealed multiple non-traditional 

opportunities for advertising agencies: from consulting to creating new 

technologies to evolving into a pure production shop. This evolving role of 

advertising agencies has become a primary topic for discussion today, as the 

industry has held and continues to hold conferences on what the agency of the 

future looks like.  

In 2010, the 4A’s held the first conference of its Transformation series. 

Nancy Hill, President and CEO for the 4A’s says that the Transformation series 

discusses “the need for transformation in our industry…[and] hearing from 

thought leaders who are implementing changes and affecting the bottom-line” 

(Badham, 2011). Similarly, several South by South West Interactive 2012 

proposals have focused around organizations that have succeeded in transforming 

themselves, creating new departments and roles, offering new services (SXSW 

PanelPicker 2012). In addition, many advertising agencies have created new 

departments within their organizations that focus on creating new technologies 

and becoming media vendors with a sales team, rather than solving advertising 

problems.  
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T3, an independent advertising agency in Austin, San Francisco and New 

York City is a prime example of a historically advertising-based organization 

expanding beyond traditional advertising services, into new terrain, to provide a 

more stable and consistent flow of revenue, while also positioning the agency for 

long-term growth. Firstly, T3 has removed itself from being called an “advertising 

agency.” Instead, T3 now refers to itself as an “integrated marketing firm that 

specializes in creating innovative marketing campaigns that cut across all media” 

(T3, 2011).   

In June of 2011, T3 established a new division, T3 Innovation Labs, a 

technology partner that focuses on establishing technical solutions that clients are 

looking for but do not yet exist. In short, T3 Innovation Labs’ focus is not on solving 

marketing solutions with technological products, but on creating new 

technologies, that are then fit into marketing problems: “T3 Innovation Labs will 

focus on conceptualizing first-of-its kind technology, creating digital platforms and 

developing advanced solutions to stay ahead of the ever-changing marketing 

landscape” (Lai, 2011). The purpose of creating T3 Innovation Labs was to position 

the agency, as opposed to outside vendors, as a go-to source for any technology 

needs.  

Austin- and Los Angeles-based agency, Springbox has made similar strides, 

calling themselves a “full-service interactive marketing firm”, migrating from 

purely interactive advertising to also including project-based services such as 3D 



23 

modeling, CGI development, photography, research and analytics (Springbox 

2011).  

A recent study conducted by The Horn Group and Kelton Research revealed 

that 70% of the polled CMOs plan on cutting the number of agencies on their roster 

within the next five years (McClellan, 2011). Thus, agencies such as T3 and 

Springbox have strategically increased their relevance and value by offering 

services other vendors provide clients so that those other vendors may be 

eliminated and not themselves.  

 

The Role of Creativity 

Both academicians and practitioners understand and value the fact that 

creativity is an inseparable component of advertising – creativity is what makes 

advertising unique from marketing and consulting. Institutions offering an 

advertising major typically require a class on creativity and many even offer a 

creative track, the former of which is to help students grasp the vital role creativity 

plays, and the latter to groom students into art directors or copywriters. In the 

workplace, advertising agencies have entire departments entitled “Creative,” 

which consist of art directors, designers and copywriters. Several agencies also 

have “Creative Services,” “Creative Production,” “Creative Technologists,” among 

other departments that also contain a creative component in the title. The term 

“creative” integrated into the department name, alone, sheds light on the 
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importance of creativity in an advertising agency. Additionally, practitioners 

oftentimes consider themselves to be in the creative industry, and agencies 

commonly refer to themselves and the talent they want to attract as “creative,” 

regardless of the department. 

However, despite this shared value of creativity between academicians and 

practitioners, the exact role and level of influence and importance it plays varies 

between the two groups. Academicians view creativity as a contributor to effective 

advertising, while practitioners view it as the reigning determinant of effective 

advertising.  

Advertising academicians study and teach creativity from an objective, 

almost curator-like view. At The University of Texas at Austin, the Advertising 

Creativity textbook is essentially a large collection of highly-acclaimed, smart, 

witty advertisements. The class is divided into exposure, study and practice of 

creativity. A significant portion of the class is consistent exposure to advertising 

recognized as “creative,” while another portion discusses the history of creativity, 

theories surrounding it, the role it played in forming agency structures. The last 

portion stretches the creativity of the students through vertical and lateral 

thinking (Rivera, 2006). Bottom line: academicians view creativity as a valuable 

topic for study, but not the topic for study. 

On the other hand, advertising practitioners place creativity on a much 

higher pedestal. All the practitioners Nyilasy interviewed had one directive: 
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“…there is only one rule for advertising to work effectively: It has to be 

creative…creativity is perceived as the most important aspect of the advertising 

agency’s work…creativity is the most important rule of advertising” (Nyalisy, 

2009). Rather than viewing creativity as an element of an advertising campaign, 

the way academicians do, practitioners hold creativity as the driving element of an 

advertising campaign.  

This practitioner perspective, however, does have sound reason. For, 

without creativity, advertising agencies would not be able to offer any unique 

business services. Conversely, this important component then raises a question for 

future further discussion: Are advertising educators focused on the correct 

curriculum content ratios? Should creativity be a larger portion of an advertising 

degree, even if there are advertising roles aside from just art directors and 

copywriters?  

The incongruous views academicians and practitioners have on the role of 

creativity seem to stem from one main principle: the level of adherence to 

formulas and rules..  

 

Attitude Towards Formulas and Rules  

Academicians seem to hold their actions and beliefs tightly against formulas 

and rules, which contribute to developing models and theories and designing 

studies that require high levels of validity, accuracy and preciseness. Practitioners, 
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on the other hand, believe in formulas and rules, but view them as futile when it 

comes to advertising because the key component to effective advertising is 

creativity – and creativity lies in breaking all rules (Nyilasy). Thus, to practitioners, 

there are too many exceptions in the practice of advertising to base their work off 

of formulas and rules.  

Practitioners view formulas almost as a death-kiss to advertising: One of 

Nyilasy’s main findings from Agency Practitioner Theories of How Advertising was 

that most practitioners believe “the only rule in advertising is that there are no 

rules” (Nyilasy, 2009, p. 88).  

 

Figure 3.1 
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(Nyilasy) 

A collection of quotes from interviewed practitioners on their perception of 

rules:  

 “If this business is reduced to a formula, then you don’t need all 

these agencies.”  

 “In general…one rule is just not to follow the rules. You have to make 

it fresh.” 

 “Yeah, there are rules. And the first rule is to break them.” 

 No. I don’t think there’s a set of rules. I think it’s different for every 

category and every product within every category.” 

 “The only rule is there are no rules.” 

 “The more rules, the more trouble you get in…There’s not rules for 

what makes good advertising, I don’t believe.” 

 “...rules break down. And you learn those rules don’t work. I mean, 

there’s too many exceptions. People make a lot of money breaking 

the rules” (Nyilasy). 

Leo Burnett, one of the most revered advertising executives in the industry’s 

history once said, “The work of an advertising agency…It’s “product can not be 

turned out on an assembly line” (Burnett, 1995, p. 49). The notion of an assembly 

line connotes a set of rules, as it can only function properly by following a specific 
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script. Burnett stated this nearly half a century ago, and this mentality of an 

intentional and valuable erasing of strict limits and lines still remains.  

Throughout the history of advertising, academicians have created a 

multitude of models and theories and have conducted extensive studies testing 

hypotheses on persuasive communication. As aforementioned in Chapter 2, the 

majority of these structures is still taught and studied and referred to by 

academicians, but are rarely, if ever, adopted by practitioners. One model that does 

seem to gain some traction amongst advertising practitioners is the hierarchy of 

effects, which is used in a very general sense.  

The closest practitioners and academicians have come together on utilizing 

a specific model is the FCB Grid, created by SVP of Foote, Cone and Belding 

Advertising, Richard Vaughn in the late 1970’s.  

 

Figure 3.2 
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The FCB Grid is a planning model for customer-product relationships that 

leverages traditional theories and the hierarchy of effects (Vaughn 1986, p. 57). 

The model combines “high-low involvement and left-right brain specialization” to 

create four quadrants to determine what strategies best serve specific product 

categories: 

 Quadrant 1: Informative – This strategy is best fit for high involvement 

products that require an extensive research, contemplation and financial 

considerations. Products such as cars and houses lay in this quadrant. 

 Quadrant 2: Affective – Psychological products fall well into this quadrant, 

as they are high involvement, feeling items that provide emotional benefits 

such as self-esteem. Designer clothing falls into this category. The price 

point is still high, but the purchase is emotionally-driven.  

 Quadrant 3: Habitual – Items that fall into the low-involvement, low 

thinking quadrant are necessities such as toilet paper and laundry 

detergent.  

 Quadrant 4: Satisfaction – The satisfaction strategy is for small impulse 

purchases such as candy bars or a pair of cheap earrings. These are 

products that require little involvement and little thinking (Vaughn). 

When Vaughn proposed this new model, advertising practitioners happily 

embraced it, and it was applied to multiple successful advertising strategies.  
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Vaughn attributed advertisers’ receptivity to “its simplicity…a practical, 

creative way around the over-utilization of the classical learn  feel  do 

hierarchy model in all advertising strategy planning” (Vaughn, 1986, p. 58). This 

statement is noteworthy for two reasons. Firstly, the statement confirms that 

practitioners and academicians do share a common ground, the common ground 

being the awareness and consideration of the hierarchy of effects model. The 

second important point is that practitioners accepted an academic-based model.  

 Another reason behind the acceptance of the FCB Grid was due to the 

“condens[ing of] almost three decades of consumer behavior theory into a 

practical format, [and] it worked surprisingly well in a variety of problem-solving 

situations” (Vaughn). The practicality and ease of use of a model is an important 

factor in whether or not practitioners will adopt. 

 However, despite the facts that the FCB grid was well-received by 

practitioners, built off of the hierarchy of effects model and produced by a 

respected advertising agency executive, the grid today is unfortunately rarely used 

or referred to by any advertising and marketing practitioners. In fact, in 

mentioning the FCB Grid with Keith Tanski, a Senior Interactive Strategist at 

DraftFCB Chicago for eight years, he said he had “never heard of it,” and upon 

having the planning model and its history explained to him, responded: "That's 

interesting because it isn't seen or used anywhere today at DraftFCB or its culture” 

(Tanski, 2011).  
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Regardless of the many mutual points between academicians and 

practitioners the FCB grid proposed, its short life suggests that there is something 

more fundamental that lies at the root of this gap – perhaps a difference in 

philosophy and motivation.  

Nyilasy’s critical view of existing literature on the academician-practitioner 

gap reinforces this claim. Nyilasy claims that despite the “interactions, dialogues 

and crossovers” between academicians and practitioners and despite the influence 

the two groups may have on each other, “the existence of a conversation does not 

imply that the conversing partners have identical norms…[i]n fact, that is very 

rarely the case” (Nyilasy, 2007, p. 438). The reason Nyilasy believes there is no 

directly positive relationship between sharing knowledge and sharing knowledge 

structures is because each the two groups “seem to represent different centres of 

gravity” (Nyilasy). The author contends that this difference in “centres of gravity” 

can only be fully understood if studied at a more granular level – a level that 

reveals underlying motivations of each group. 

 

The Underlying Motivator Per Group 

Taking it one step further, practitioners’ disregard for academic rules and 

formulas likely stem from their underlying motivation: to grow business and 

profits. Interestingly, even though advertising agencies tend to reject the notion of 

academic governing rules to their business, the author has discovered that they do 
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spend time creating their own theories and models, which are ironically rooted in 

academic models. However, these theories are rarely intentionally rooted in 

academics and often remain proprietary for competitive purposes, which only 

allows for exclusive sharing, prohibiting them from reaching a mass adoption. To 

advertising agencies, the sole purpose of developing theories is to receive 

competitive credit and status and to further their own individual organization. To 

that point, limiting the amount of knowledge shared with external constituentices 

is crucial to the success of the agency. On the contrary, academicians openly share 

their knowledge with one another, with the interest of contributing to and growing 

the larger academic community. 

Leo Burnett, the founder of worldwide agency Leo Burnett, once directed 

that his agency focus on improving their theories rather than defending them 

(Burnett, p.45). This statement alone shows that the role of theories certainly does 

exist in the practitioner space, but at a micro-agency level, with the underlying 

purpose and motive of providing the agency with a competitive advantage.  

Nyilasy explored these micro-agency level theories and discovered that to 

build up a unique and creative competitive advantage, practitioners were unique 

and creative in their knowledge, operating on knowledge autonomy – the creation 

and government of their own beliefs on advertising, with no root in academic 

knowledge. Nyilasy found that practitioners held many markings of knowledge 

autonomy through: 
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 own set of theories 

 own sets of postulated boundary conditions and domains of applicability 

 unique underlying philosophical assumptions (meta-theories) 

 unique forms of validity/reliability testing 

 independent social systems to negotiate, distribute and consume 

knowledge-systems that ignore or may actively resist academic influence 

 own “style” of thinking and normative ideas about what is acceptable vs 

unacceptable to believe in, irrespective of a strict sense of validity  

(Nyilasy, pp. 437-438) 

 Nyilasy made these observations in 2007, and several, if not all, of these still 

hold true four years later, per the author’s personal observation. Each of the 

marketing and advertising organizations the author worked at employed multiple 

characteristics of knowledge autonomy. The reason for knowledge autonomy is, 

that every agency needs their own unique selling proposition (USP) and 

positioning – each agency is their own brand, with competing brands, in need of 

beating out their competitors. Unlike the academic world, advertising agencies 

view similarities as a foreboding blow to their business. Unveiling or discovering 

the same idea does not confirm validity, as it would in an academic setting, but 

mediocrity. Further expanding an existing structure or study does not suggest a 

level of expertise, but an inability to be original. 
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To out their competition, advertising practitioners tend to believe that their 

agency USP, philosophies and theories must never be the same as another agency. 

Their agency must have a creative idea that is original enough to shine on its own, 

claim as their own, and continuously generate income. And, every individual in the 

agency is expected to contribute to developing and upholding the agency USP. In 

fact, some agencies today are creating roles that are dedicated to formulating new 

platforms, theories and perspectives for the agency. 

 Case and point: Organization A (name changed for confidentiality 

purposes), a mid-sized advertising agency, was gaining extreme traction, as it rose 

from pitching for projects against small agencies to vying for agency of record 

relationships against large holding company agencies. During this growth period, 

Organization A created two new strategy roles within its Business Development 

department: Content Strategist and Senior Digital Strategist. These roles were 

wholly dedicated to differentiating Organization A from its competitors in defining 

the agency’s positioning statement and creating models, tools and products to 

support the statement. One major competitive product produced from the roles 

was the Decision Accelerator™.  

 The Decision Accelerator™ maps out all the potential paths a 21st century 

consumer may make in the decision-making process. This model was created with 

no research or theoretical study, but instead was built off of the teams’ personal 

consumer instincts. The Decision Accelerator™ is a significant model for discussion 



35 

because: (1) This new model is based in the hierarchy of effects. (2) Other 

organizations have determined the same evolved consumer decision journey. (3) 

The reason for developing the model was for competitive purposes.  

 

Figure 3.3 

 

(Gaddis, L., 2011) 

Firstly, the Decision Accelerator™ is based off of the hierarchy of effects 

school of thought, which is a highly-academic construct. However, when 

mentioned to Organization A, the formal phenomenon was foreign them – to both 

senior management and the individuals who helped create the model. This is a 

noteworthy observation because it confirms that advertising practitioners do often 

operate on knowledge autonomy, with no derivation from the academic ecosytem. 

QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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However, in this case, the Decision Accelerator™, though not derived from 

academics, is built upon a highly-academic theory. In this case, the practitioners’ 

own instincts about consumer behavior unknowingly employed a traditional 

academic understanding. This situation once again verifies the gap existence, 

particularly to towards Nyilasy’s finding of faulty academic knowledge 

dissemination. 

Extremely similar to Organization A’s Decision Accelerator™ is Google’s 

Zero Moment of Truth (ZMOT). Google’s ZMOT also expands the basic hierarchy of 

effects into a 21st century view, explicitly stating that the “classic mental model” 

has “been the mental model of marketing for a long time,” but has evolved 

(Lecinski, 2011, p. 16). Google describes the classic model as a sequence of 

Stimulus, Shelf, Experience, which in the academic world is known as Learn-Do-

Feel: 

“Stimulus. Dad is watching a football game and sees an ad for digital cam- 

eras. He thinks, “That looks good.”  

Shelf. He goes to his favorite electronics store, where he sees a terrific 

stand- up display for that same digital camera. The packaging is great. A 

young sales guy answers all his questions. He buys the camera. 

Experience. Dad gets home and the camera records beautiful pictures of 

his kids, just as advertised. A happy ending” (Lecinski). 
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The traditional mental model: 

Figure 3.4 

 

(Lecinski) 

The new ZMOT model:  

Figure 3.5 

 

(Lecinski) 
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In comparing Google’s ZMOT with Organization A’s Decision Accelerator™, 

the conclusion is the same: there are additional moments of influence in the 

decision journey, and every individual’s experience contributes to others’ 

perception and knowledge of the brand. The parallels go even further, even into 

the word choice of “moment of truth.”  

Consulting firm, McKinsey showcased yet another similar model. In 

McKinsey Quarterly the firm revealed its approach to the 21st century consumer, 

comparing the original model with their new model (Court, 2009). 

 

The traditional funnel model: 

Figure 3.6 

 

(Court, 2009) 
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The new model: 

Figure 3.7 

 

These parallels among Organization A’s Decision Accelerator™, Google’s 

ZMOT and McKinsey’s Consumer Decision Journey are significant enough to 

conclude that after stripping away the visual layouts and nomenclature, all 

organizations are claiming identical model. The upside to this is that if three 

organizations are proposing the same new basic model, it must be quite accurate 

in depicting the new consumer journey. This is how it would be viewed in an 

academic setting – same results confirm validty. However, in an advertising 

QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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practitioner setting, where competition exists, arriving at the same conclusion is 

not seen as such. 

The similarities, masked by words and visuals perfectly illustrate 

practitioners’ underlying motivator for producing theories and models: business 

and profit growth, which is attained through the creation of a USP, which in these 

case studies, are proprietary consumer decision journey models. Each of these 

organizations employs the same theories, but modifies a few elements to call it 

their own distinguishable proprietary knowledge. From this, the simple nature of 

supply and demand comes into play – when an agency provides clients with a 

seemingly unique philosophy and process, clients fear they may miss out on a 

unique value and thus are more inclined to consider working with that agency. 

Aside from preserving creativity, this likely contributes to the reason why 

advertising practitioners tend not to abide by academic theories, models and 

formulas – because to have resemblance in operating theories and philosophies to 

a competing organization erases all unique offerings and competitive advantage. 

Another case from the author’s personal work experience that highlights 

differing motivations is in how research is conducted. Nyilasy’s analysis revealed a 

difference in validity and reliability testing (Nyilasy). Most professors are required 

to publish research to advance the study of advertising. As a result, their studies 

must strictly adhere to research processes for each method to ensure that the data 

is unbiased, valid, accurate and precise. In the practitioner world, there are two 
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groups: research companies such as Forrester, Mintel, Nielsen, comScore and 

eMarketer; and advertising agency planning and research departments. The 

former heed to the same processes and standards since their expertise is in 

research, but the latter group uses them only as guiding principles, as opposed to 

ruling principles. Additionally, for the most part, academic research is broader 

than that of practitioners, since their work is not confined to a specific client with a 

specific demographic and objective in mind. Similarly, account planners or 

research directors at advertising agencies aim to produce findings for a particular 

client to support a specific strategy or campaign.  

These differences are driven by the definition of success per group. While 

practitioners define success by business health, academicians define their success 

by the number of research and publications produced. Billy Ross’s Advertising 

Education – Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow concludes that “[t]here will also be 

more pressure for the teachers to research and to publish for promotion and 

tenure” (Ross, 2006, p. 154). As a result, because practitioners’ end goal is not to 

get published, but rather, to gain business, numbers are used more artfully than in 

the academic world. The author draws a common work scenario below:  

Agency A is trying to convince their client that they should invest in iOS 

mobile web. To support their position, Agency A shares a statistic with their 

client:  
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iPhones make up 50 percent of smartphone web traffic in the U.S., which is a 

40 percent increase from the previous year (Schonfeld, 2009). 

 

To a client, this is a compelling statistic – half of all smartphone traffic 

comes from the iPhone. In most cases, the client would likely reconsider not 

investing in iOS, given this statistic. But what is not made clear is the literal 

size of that 50 percent. Upon drilling into U.S. smartphone penetration, the 

percentage is seventeen (Quick, 2009). This means that if the client were to 

invest in iOS mobile web, they would be reaching 50 percent of 17 percent, 

or, a maximum of 8.5 percent of the U.S. population. This is a very small 

reach for a campaign. Additionally, the 8.5 percentage does not yet include a 

filter for the client’s target demographic, so the actual maximum reach 

would likely be even lower. The 50 percent now no longer seems as 

lucrative as it did before. 

 

 The author has witnessed situations as such occur regularly at various 

organizations, confirming Nyilasy’s claim that there is a disparity in research 

validity and reliability between academicians and practitioners. Regardless of the 

example above, the author does recognize that not every advertising practitioner 

portrays statistics in this way (she has indeed interacted with practitioners who 
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refuse to put their name behind an incomplete statistic), but it certainly is an 

existing practice, stemming from the desire to increase share of a clients’ business. 

 Lastly, because the underlying motivators per group are different, the two 

groups also have different preferences and interests when it comes to publications. 

The publications academicians and practitioners read and aim to be featured in 

have extremely minimal overlap. Practitioners are loyal subscribers to AdAge, 

Adweek, MediaPost, ClickZ, Fast Company, TechCrunch, New York Times, among 

other industry news publications. On the other hand, academicians are readers of 

Journal of Advertising Research, Journal of Advertising, Journal of Advertising 

Education, as well as publications more specific to an area of research, such as 

Journal of Information Sciences, Journal of Media and Religion, Journal of Food 

Products Marketing.  

This divide in publications contributes largely to the failed knowledge 

dissemination factor Nyilasy highlights in that each group is, for the most part, 

sharing new knowledge with their own group. Rarely does one see an article in 

AdAge by a professor, just as rarely does one come across an article in Journal of 

Advertising Research authored by an account planning director. And, the issue does 

not seem to be the content, but moreso the selected media publication, which 

dictates the type of content.  

In support of this, Meinart’s 1993 exploration of marketing’s boundaries 

revealed that “[p]ractitioners often provide the direction and impetus for academic 
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research… timely topics for academic research are often identified by practitioners 

and communicated to the academic community via the business press (e.g., Fortine, 

Business Week and The Wall Street Journal)” (Meinhart, 1993, p. 6). But, Mienart 

also acknowledges that academic research is often not picked up by business 

publications because these publications possess “less stringent methodological 

norms than do academic journals” (Meinhart).  

As many scholars have studied and concluded, the content academicians 

study and research can directly impact and benefit practitioners. The issue at hand 

is, academicians are required to publish papers and articles to gain tenure, and 

their best and most familiar opportunity is in academic publications. Likewise for 

practitioners, a practitioner gains more credibility from publishing an article in 

MediaPost about the future of online marketing, than in the Journal of Interactive 

Advertising. Additionally, most practitioner writings are subjective and 

opinionated to gain readers, who support advertising sales within the publication, 

as opposed to, based on extensive studies and research, which is required of 

academicians and their publications. Due to the different norms between academic 

and business publications, academicians should be open to writing in another 

format by summarizing their research in a briefer, applicable format. And, in fact, 

cross-referencing within a business publication to an academic one, could be one 

successful way to encourage interaction between the two groups.   
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 In summary, academicians and practitioners value creativity, research 

validity, and rules and formulas at different levels. Academicians view creativity as 

an element within advertising and adhere to research validity, rules and formulas 

so that they can be featured in publications. Practitioners consider creativity as the 

governor of advertising, and have a general negative perception of rules and 

formulas. These differences in values are related to the varying drivers of 

motivation and success for each group, and until there is a common benchmark for 

success, the gap will continue to exist.  
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Chapter Four 

Current Efforts in Closing the Gap 

 Due to the increasingly changing marketing landscape and need for digital 

natives in the workforce, both academicians and practitioners are recognizing the 

presence of the gap. As a result, many organizations and institutions have begun to 

develop programs that connect the two groups. Academic institutions have begun 

making strides to involve advertising practitioners in preparing their students for 

the real world, while various advertising agencies and organizations have begun 

valuing and hiring academicians. The good news is that the two groups are making 

the effort to collaborate, which suggests that the gap at least has gained significant 

awareness and may begin narrowing. This chapter details several successful 

collaborative programs, initiated from both the academic and practitioner end, 

which have spawned two types of partnerships, which this report will refer to as: 

(1) Practitioner-focused and (2) Academician-focused. 

 The practitioner-focused partnership is a movement led by Wieden + 

Kennedy’s W+K 12 in 2004, in which practitioners create their own advertising 

school. Following suit were Hyper Island, Miami Ad School, and recently Boulder 

Digital Works at Colorado University, Austin Creative Department and 

Wunderman’s Z Academy, among others. These schools operate on having working 

practitioners teach their trade to students, typically graduate-level students.  The 

majority of these schools also allow working professionals to take continuing 
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education classes and programs. Students graduate from the program with a 

polished portfolio for Art Direction, Copywriting, and Account Planning. This 

partnership involves academic institutions but its education remains mostly 

within the practitioner realm, as there is little to no focus on advertising research.  

 In an academician-focused partnership, practitioners and academicians 

collaborate to reveal scientific insights that affect advertising and marketing. Two 

examples of this type of partnership are: Draftfcb’s Institute of Decision Making 

and Stanford’s Persuasive Technology Lab. In this collaboration, practitioners are 

not graduating students, but working with academicians to better understand the 

science of today’s consumer and their communication methods and effects.  While 

practitioner-focused partnerships are of significant note, the academician-focused 

partnerships are newly-formed and seem more promising in closing the gap, which 

calls for further investigation. 

 

Draftfcb’s Institute of Decision Making 

In June 2010, Draftfcb opened up its Institute of Decision Making, a unit that 

“seeks to understand how to activate instinctual triggers to influence consumer 

decisions in our clients’ favor” (Draftfcb Institute of Decision Making, 2011). The 

Institute is comprised of members from Draftfcb’s Strategic Planning group and 

academicians from Stanford, New York University and Union College in the fields 

of behavioral sciences, psychology, marketing and neuroscience. Matthew Wilcox, 
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Executive Director of the Institute states that the team will tap into research from 

academics in the field by “run[ning] several experiments in these areas [behavioral 

economics and neuroscience] in collaboration with academics in a number of 

countries” (Wilcox, 2010). 

 The Institute’s explicit mentioning of partnering with academicians 

underwrites an increasing collaboration and value of academics in the advertising 

practitioner workplace. Additionally, from the author’s personal observation and 

experience in the recruiting space, Draftfcb has begun hiring many academic 

individuals with PhDs to build their Planning and Customer Insights departments.  

 

Stanford’s Persuasive Technology Lab 

 The purpose of the Persuasive Technology Lab is to explore and discover 

how computers can be used as persuasive technology, which BJ Fogg, director of 

the lab, calls Captology. Fogg coined the term in 1996 from an acronym: Computers 

As Persuasive Technologies (CAPT). By studying captology, the lab aims to  

“create insight into how computing products–from websites to mobile 

phone software–can be designed to change people’s beliefs and behaviors. 

[Their] major projects include technology for creating health habits, mobile 

persuasion, and the psychology of Facebook” (Stanford Persuasive Tech 

Lab, 2011).  
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Figure 4.1 

 

(Stanford Persuasive Tech Lab) 

  

These promising partnerships, though, will require knowledge 

dissemination to gain traction. This requires the utilization of publications, which 

is also an important piece to bridging the gap, as detailed in Chapter three. Chapter 

3 discusses the vitality of academicians and practitioners cross-pollinating 

publications. The Persuasive Technology Lab is a prime example of academic 

studies published in practitioner-skewed publications. Fogg and his studies have 

been featured in ClickZ, CNN, Fortune, Fast Company, among others. These 

publications reach a significant practitioner audience, yet Fogg and his studies 

remain highly academic. The missing link? Content topic, which Chapter 3 

discusses is dictated by media publication type. 
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Just as marketing messages must be relevant to consumers, academic 

content must be relevant to the publications’ readers to gain interest and utility. 

Below is a brief list of articles by Fogg: 

 What’s the Next Game Changer in Digital Marketing?; ClickZ, August 20, 

2010 

 Apps, texting can improve your health: Text messages can remind you to 

take your meds; CNN, May 21, 2010 

 Why Facebook is Even Bigger than You Think; Fast Company, May 19, 2008 

All these topics are of interest to and relevant to practitioners – they offer 

learnings that practitioners can immediately apply to their client’s strategy and 

campaign. Immediate applicability has remained a key reason for practitioners’ 

knowledge adoption and employment, as showcased by the FCB Grid.  

 Examination of current attempts at closing the academician-practitioner 

gap suggests that practitioners are most receptive to academic collaboration when 

it promises direct benefit to a client business or their organization, an underlying 

motivator for practitioners. 
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Chapter Five 

Summary and Conclusions 

In advertising, the academic environment inherently differs from the 

practitioner environment. Consequently, for any entity to aim to completely 

eliminate the gap is a lofty, if not unrealistic, goal. However, for years, the reality 

has been that the gap has widened enough to spur negative results: researchers in 

the academic and practitioner fields share minimal mutual knowledge and 

interest, and students graduate from an advertising program feeling unprepared 

for their first advertising job. The independent operation of academicians and 

practitioners and its results in turn hinder the growth of the industry as a whole.  

 The past few years, the role of digital has increased in prominence and 

impact. Today, it is safe to say that we are in the Digital Age – an age in which 

change is forever imminent, insinuating that the rate at which the industry must 

learn and adapt is also increasing. Presently, academicians and practitioners alike 

are studying how digital technology influences consumer behavior, the role of 

marketers, and campaign strategies and executions. And, with the growing number 

of technological changes academicians and practitioners have begun to realize that 

it is near impossible for each group to continue working independently. As a 

consequence, practitioners and academicians are beginning to collaborate and 

exchange knowledge through joint research studies, faculty and student internship 

programs, hiring of academicians in the practitioner space and vice versa.  
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 These joint efforts are laudable, but the element for success lies much 

deeper within – it lies in collaborating on efforts that meet underlying motivators 

and success factors for both groups. For academicians, success lies in getting 

published. For practitioners, success lies in gaining new business. Thus, the 

common ground is published research that provides insight into how practitioners 

can improve their clients’ business. Even so, these topics can still remain highly-

academic, as Fogg modeled.  From their studies, Nyilasy and Hunt both arrived at 

the conclusion that the general consensus among both academicians and 

practitioners is “that the discipline [advertising] is by definition applied and not 

basic; therefore academicians should conduct ‘problem-oriented research’ (Hunt 

2002b), or research that addresses general problems advertising/marketing 

practitioners may face” (Nyilasy, 2007, p. 436). 

 In reality, this conclusion of conducting problem-oriented research that 

feeds into the two groups’ motivators of course requires a prelude of additional 

steps, the first of which is for each group to understand each other’s needs, 

language and challenges. Especially in the Digital Age, terminology is forever 

evolving. Within media alone, price model jargon has shifted from purely cost-per-

point (CPP) to also include cost-per-thousand (CPM) and cost-per-click (CPC) and 

cost-per-engagement (CPE). Criteria for job candidates now also often include a 

deep understanding of digital consumer psychology. Practitioners are increasingly 

expected to understand highly technical processes and development languages. As 
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such, the first step is for academicians to familiarize themselves with practitioners’ 

day-to-day “language.”  

 The step after is determining the right media for knowledge dissemination. 

Nyilasy concluded that ineffective dissemination of academic knowledge is due to 

organizational structures and practitioners’ tendency to operate by autonomously 

defined theories. But, the issue is neither organizational structure nor 

autonomously defined theories. The issue is how to address the reasons why 

specific structures and meta-theories exist, which once again falls into motivators. 

Thus, understanding each others’ languages and preferred media publications 

guides the writing of mutually beneficial content. Certain publications require 

certain topics and formats, which will affect how practitioners receive them. 

Ironically, these steps are the same process any advertising strategy would 

undergo to close a communication gap – understand your audience, determine 

where they are investing energy, and speak to them in a relatable tone, with 

relevant content, at the right time, in the right place.  

 Though the Digital Age promises an exponential learning curve and 

continuous chase after new developments, the advertising industry should feel 

encouraged. This age has nudged academicians and practitioners to seek each 

other’s counsel. Additionally, individuals such as Fogg serve as role models to the 

advertising industry on how academicians can conduct research that remains 

highly-academic but is still published and sought after by practitioners. The key in 
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bringing a close to the academician-practitioner gap lies in ensuring a symbiotic 

relationship – one that acknowledges and meets the needs of each group. 
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