
Left on the Cutting Room Floor
By Ross K. Goldberg

little over a decade ago, a Los Angeles- 
based client of ours was looking for a 
way to draw broadcast media attention 

to their annual 5K walk. In Los Angeles, 
every weekend is overcrowded with many 
such events but it is hard to politely tell a 
client that “the media doesn’t care.”  Clearly, 
some creativity was required to make them 
care. As it turns out, the client was one of 
the largest campuses for senior housing in 
the Western United States so we suggested 
that we assemble a team of walkers to “walk 
backwards” to symbolize the backwards 
thinking that many Americans have regarding 
seniors and aging. The story was visual, 
unique and dramatic.  Local TV would have 
eaten it up. The client rejected it.

A Lutheran university called us in to handle 
a branding challenge. They informed us that 
because “Lutheran” was part of their name 
(and certainly not going anywhere) many 
people are under the misconception that you 
needed to be Lutheran to attend when, in 
truth, that was far from the case. In fact, the 
university had active clubs on campus for 

their Jewish, Catholic and Muslim students 
(among others). Their suggestion was to run 
an ad campaign saying, “You Don’t Have to 
Be Lutheran.”  Talk about on the nose. We 
turned it around and suggested a campaign 
with a headline that read “You Don’t Have 
to be Jewish.” Could you imagine such a 
headline with the Lutheran logo attached?  
How’s that for attention grabbing?  Other 
ads focusing on other religions and cultures 
would be headlined in much the same way as 
part of an overall, integrated campaign. The 
client rejected it.

We had a call center client in Texas who 
was very proud of the fact that “empathy” 
and “compassion” were central to its brand 
and that they “hired from the heart.” They 
believed that was a unique characteristic for 
a company in their space and they wanted to 
share the story on the national stage. When 
put through our agency’s media microscope, 
it sounded pretty cliché and presented an 
enormous challenge of “how to visualize 
these qualities in a way that the media would 
find of compelling interest?”  We suggested 
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that the client engage a Buddhist Monk to 
come to the workplace and conduct training.  
How could the media not cover a Buddhist 
Monk in a call center?  The client rejected it.

  We represented a regional, symphony  
orchestra who was eager to grab the  
community’s attention and make local news. 
While driving through the community we 
haphazardly discovered an eight-home  
cul-de-sac (off a well-traveled main street) 
named Symphony Lane.  Talk about an  
opportunity fuse just waiting 
to be lit.  We suggested to 
the client that we work with 
the eight homeowners and 
local police to block off 
that street for one beautiful 
summer evening and have 
our orchestra perform 
outdoors at the end of the cul-de-sac. Local 
residents would enjoy the concert for free 
and we would invite season ticket holders,  
local officials and donors to be part of this 
very special event. How could the local 
media not want to cover something as unique 
and visual as this?  The client rejected it.

Four different ideas. Four different organizations. 
Four entirely different lines of business. 
Either our agency does a very poor job 
at selling creative ideas or else too many 
organizations erect an impenetrable firewall 
when it comes to embracing creativity and 
understanding its potential upside. Not one 
to discount the possibility of “myside bias” 
(see #4) I am begrudgingly willing to allow 
for the painful possibility of the former and 
yet, not surprisingly, I tend to believe it is the 
latter. The resistance we face is often jarring 
and always revealing.  

Thoreau called the world “a canvas to the 
imagination,” yet we continue to find not 
enough leaders ready to paint in all the bright 
colors available to them. Recognizing the 
danger of classifying people or companies 
with broad brushstrokes or through overly 

simplistic stereotypes, I believe there  
are six possible reasons as to why some of 
our worthiest ideas end up on the cutting 
room floor:  

Some companies are simply risk  
adverse.  Their underlying culture  
will not allow risk taking, no matter 

how small that risk might be. They can’t 
differentiate between senseless risk and 
intelligent risk and are unable to take even 
the slightest step out of their comfort zone or 

green-light something just 
a wee bit daring. They are 
frozen in place and believe 
that zigging when others 
zag is simply too much of 
a gamble. There may be 
organizational roadblocks 
that prevent risk taking 

– such as pressure to make KPIs or fear of 
a poor performance evaluation – but such 
obstructions often lead to poor, short-term 
decision making. As a senior manager once 
said, “The key to success here is to never 
make the same mistake once.” Fear of the 
unknown is a powerful thing, especially when 
it means you might fail. And make no mistake: 
not every risk will bring reward and those 
that flop will be ripe for second guessing. It 
is easier to rinse and repeat than to reinvent 
and reinvigorate. But often in business, as in 
life, the greatest risk is doing nothing. The 
tragedy is that those CEOs who just say no 
will never learn that only those who dare to 
fail greatly will ever achieve greatly.  

For some, creative thinking does  
not fit within the webbing of their 
fundamental structure and despite 

what they might say, they really don’t want 
it to.  It’s easy to come up with the same rote 
concepts for a project or a new campaign, 
especially if you’ve successfully used them 
before. But while such ideas may be hal-
lowed, they may also be hollow. On the other 
hand, creativity is the driving force behind 
many of the new products, services and 

“Businesses should not 
fear creativity. They 

should fear its absence.”
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disruptions that are positively altering our 
world. Creating new solutions to age-old 
problems and offering newfound ways to 
live our daily lives is what allows our planet 
to move forward rather than cling to a past 
that in some cases may already be dying. 
Companies that don’t recognize this may 
render themselves obsolete, a prospect 
that alone should serve as motivation. As 
Steve Jobs so perfectly put it “It doesn’t 
make sense to hire smart people and tell 
them what to do; we hire smart people so 
they can tell us what to do.” Yet despite 
the indispensable nature of innovation, 
many businesses fail to fertilize the soil 
of creativity in the 
workplace, some-
times even actively 
work against it. But 
when organizations 
start valuing cre-
ative visions and get 
a little daring, they 
are often pleasantly 
surprised at what 
their brains can unearth. Businesses should 
not fear creativity. They should fear its 
absence. (Kudos to the health plan CEO 
who embraced our “this is you, this is life” 
advertising campaign which used humorous 
cartoonish illustrations to point out many 
of the hazards, foibles and uncertainties of 
daily living.)

“We don’t have the resources to  
do what you are suggesting” is  
frequently what we hear, and  

that is the flimsiest excuse of all.   
That’s because often the best and most 
creative ideas require no more resources 
than doing the ordinary. They require no 
fireworks, no remodeling of the building,  
no expensive apparatus and no pricey 
celebrity endorsements. What is required  
is simply a willingness to unfold an  
opportunity roadmap and travel one of  
its many highways. Moments of real  
opportunity are hard to come by and 

should not be frivolously discarded. 
Management often knows this but that 
doesn’t prevent them from not stepping 
on the gas and conveniently using “lack of 
resources” to hide whatever their real reason 
for “lack of willingness” might be.  

Psychiatrists call it “confirmational 
bias.”  Others call it “illusionary truth” 
or “myside bias” but to the person on 

the street they all mean the same thing. It is a 
phenomena that has unfortunately crept more 
and more into our society (thanks in no small 
part to Facebook algorithms and political talk 
shows). In plain speak, it is the tendency to 

search for, interpret, favor, 
and recall information 
in a way that confirms 
or supports one’s prior 
beliefs or values. Those 
under such a spell 
become prisoners of 
their own knowledge and 
rely only on information 
which confirms their 

views while ignoring any contrary information 
that doesn’t support their existing attitudes. 
And why should they?  We’ve all come across 
CEOs who believe that they have gotten to 
where they are because of their brains, critical 
thinking skills and gut instinct and thus continue 
to trust their own judgement to a fault. But the 
best CEOs readily acknowledge that their 
stature has also come about through hiring 
good people, weighing different options, 
listening to advise, admitting what they don’t 
know, taking intelligent risk and not forgetting 
how much downright luck is involved in life. 
The best CEOs aren’t solely seeking positive 
affirmation, agreement and validations but 
rather are actively look for those that think 
differently so they have a chance to hear 
opposing points of view and perspectives that 
might not naturally come to mind. They know 
too that trading ideas and criticism around the 
table is an integral and critical part at arriving 
at the best decision. After all, if two partners 
always agree, one of them isn’t necessary.

“Trading ideas and criticism 
 around the table is an integral 

 and critical part at arriving  
at the best decision.”
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 Like the out-of-shape neighbor 
who says, “I would do anything to 
look good other than exercise and 

eat right,” some executives crave media 
attention but won’t do what is needed 
to frame their message in a way that will 
interest reporters, attract editors or engage 
today’s online influencers. They lament 
why their latest product isn’t featured on 
the front page of the New York Times, why 
their latest soundbite isn’t cause for the 
internet to explode with excitement, why 
a brighter spotlight is not shining on them 
or, to put it politely, why nobody seems to 
care. Whether stubbornness or unfounded 
bravado, they fail to acknowledge what it 
takes to get across the finish line and to cut 
through the sound and fury of others fighting 
for the public’s same share of mind.  In 
short, many don’t understand “what makes 
news” and, worst of all, won’t listen to  
professionals who try to tell them what 
does. (A tip of the cap to those that do, such  
as our hospital client who embraced our idea 
of having the Tin Man come to its cardiac 
rehab center to run on a treadmill and get  
his heart checked on Valentine’s Day.)  

In the final analysis, I have come to 
believe that the rejection of ideas 
such as those cited above often has 

nothing to do with risk, creativity, lack of 
resources, confirmational bias or absence 
of media knowledge. It is far more basic 
than that and it is this: too many people in 
leadership positions have simply forgotten 
how to smile. Each of the above-mentioned 
ideas require leadership to have a little fun, 
to not take themselves too seriously and to 
adhere to the words of that wonderful nanny 
who reminded us that for every job that 
must be done there is an element of fun. In 
today’s world of pandemic, foreign wars, 
economic inequality, gun violence, civic 
unrest, climate crisis and political turmoil, 
people want a reason to smile. People want 
a reason to be happy. They don’t just want 
it, they need it. Like they need the air  
they breathe. Smart CEOs figure out a  
way to give that to them. And when they  
let this genie out of the bottle they find,  
not surprisingly, that they and their  
organizations end up smiling too. 
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“Some companies believe that zigging when others zag 
is simply too much of a gamble.”

Ross K. Goldberg is founder and president of Kevin/Ross Public Relations  
and author of the book “I Only Know What I Know” (ionlyknow.com).   

He can be reached at ross@kevinross.net
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