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MICHAEL CONRAD
President of the Berlin School of Creative Leadership

When I wonder if an idea is any good, if I should pursue it or let it go – I ask myself if it could 
become a tree, grow roots, a trunk, branches – a tree so inviting, one would want to sit in its 
shade, get inspired or even place a ladder against it, climb up, sit in it, take in its fresh oxygen to 
produce new ideas.

Well, the idea that led us to the Berlin School has become a tree. 
In fact, its core idea was planted in 2003 under the very linden tree I’m sitting under now as 

I’m writing these words. Susann Schronen, today’s Berlin School CEO, Edgar Berger, Peter Felser, 
Benedikt Holtappels, Marcel Reichart, Sebastian Turner and I were sitting right here talking about 
the following: 

Question: “How do we push creative standards in advertising in Germany?” 
Answer: “Change should come from the leading creatives, not the next generation.”
Question: “How do we do that?”
Answer:  “Let’s make a school to help leading creative executives succeed with solutions be-
yond the norm, breaking the status quo.”
Question: “Would you be the president, Michael?”

GROWING ROOTS 
We focused on leadership. 
We focused our mission on turning great creatives into great creative leaders.
We included all creative industries. 
We decided to be global. 
We wanted academics and practitioners lecturing side by side.
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We designed an output-oriented curriculum and focused on achieving creative excellence in cre-
ative industries, which we later called our Six Pillars. We turned our attention to tools, insights, 
dealing with complexity, analyses, alternate strategies, decision-making, and alignment and imple-
mentation to create fresh, different, innovative, standard-setting ideas and proposals. 

GROWING A TRUNK AND BRANCHES
When we discussed the idea with creative gurus they did not just like it, they became involved. 
Rolf Schmidt-Holtz: “Leadership – you nailed it, I’ll join the board.”
Keith Reinhard: “I wish I had this idea, count me in!”
Sir John Hegarty: “This must have life-changing qualities.”
Washington Olivetto: “You also have to get André Midani for this!”
Marcello Serpa: “Luiz Sanchez – he’s booked.”
We had our very first participant. 

As of today, more than 450 wonderful and very special women and men from all creative 
tribes have brought their experiences and insights to the school. Their lectures, scholarships, 
 participation, furniture, cooperation and collaboration have nurtured our roots, strengthened our 
trunk and branches, built and grown our expertise and singularity, spread the word and  motivated 
participants. In many cases the school became instrumental to their own progress or success. In 
fact, all those distinct women and men became our roots, our trunk and are our very branches. 
You might find your name written on the two inner pages of the cover, or perhaps you’ve already 
joined the names on the wall at the Berlin School. If not, please join the tree.

Today we have participants from over 60 countries. Almost all resonate with Sir John Hegarty’s 
words spoken when the Berlin School was still a sapling. As John predicted, for many their time 
at the Berlin School sent them on previously unexplored paths. “It changed my life,” they say. 
Going beyond this rewarding statement, we chose 28 participants, and asked Maggie  
Childs and her journalists from Home Town Media and Metropole magazine to speak with our  
“Berliners“ about their lives before, during and after their time at the school. In this book you’ll 
find their stories. We did not change a single word.

Reading these stories makes all of us proud, our faculty and our administration: Susann 
Schronen, Prof. David Slocum, Stuart Hardy, Vlatko Draganovic, Milena Füsgen, Sean Gallen, 
Julie Hough, Alfie Ibrahim, Emma Johnson, Netsai Ndaza, Sheliza Ng, Katharina Schultz, Maria 
Sodan, Gerardo Tejo, and Alexandra Zontea.

The linden tree I am now sitting under was reportedly given to Robert Bischoff, the architect and 
former owner of our house in Zurich, by Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1912. Well, if this is true, then the 
idea we had under the tree didn’t just want to be a tree it also wanted to return to Berlin. And so 
we planted our idea, our tree, in Berlin. 

Naturally, we celebrated the opening of our doors, in November 2006, on the premises of the 
Akademie der Künste in Berlin, at Unter den Linden 8. 
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SERGIO ALCOCER
Founder & Creative Director
Rest of the World – Texas, U.S.A.
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Getting to the 
top, becoming a 
creative director 
of a successful 
advertising  
company isn’t 
the hard part. 
Sergio Alcocer 
began his career 
as a copywriter 
in Mexico, 
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where he was born and raised. As he states, “suddenly you wind up being in a better position of 
managing a whole company just because you were a good writer.” The hard part was what 
prompted, burnt-out 45-year-old Sergio to attend the Berlin School, the realization that “the skills 
that make you a good creative are not necessarily the skills that make you a good leader  
or  businessman.” 

In 2008, Sergio had been running his company, LatinWorks, for 10 years. It began as a three 
person startup and grew steadily to become very successful. At midlife, the usually impassioned 
Sergio found himself faced with the challenges of managing and motivating people, without men-
torship. Sergio learned through trial and error. He had no formal managerial training but by the 
sheer talent of being a skilled writer, was thriving in his profession. But he had fallen out of love 
with advertising. Sergio is now the creative director of a company aptly named Rest of the World, 
and, as a socially minded businessman who believes in maintaining diversity, he is bent on 
 giving a voice to minorities.

REKINDLED PASSION
Sergio has worked in advertising his entire professional life, which is exactly why he decided to 
attend the Berlin School of Creative Leadership. He wanted to discover his passion for advertising 
again. He was also in search of a global community. “The first thing I discovered was that people 
around the world have the same problems when managing creative companies, or companies 
that sell intangible things.” Sergio found it very comforting to be in a class full of internationals 
who had similar problems managing. 

He also discovered that his notion of leadership was a bit outdated. Sergio says, “It was more 
about charisma, this Hollywood idea, the guy that people will follow blindly because he is char-
ismatic and has a vision.” In creative industries, the main resource is talent, so strong leadership 
becomes about “providing the environment and atmosphere for other people to shine.”

Sergio’s passion for the business was without a doubt rekindled. “Every time I finished a two-week 
module I went back home full of ideas and energy.” After Sergio graduated, LatinWorks was agency 
of the year five times between 2010-2015 and twice it was one of the best 10 agencies in the United 
States. “To say the Berlin School had everything to do with this might be an overstatement, but to say 
it had nothing to do with it would also be an understatement. I became more effective.”

With so much learned in Berlin, the challenge sometimes was to apply it to an existing company. 
Sergio recounts,“ People see structural barriers that don’t allow them to do what they need to do.”

KICK-STARTING A SECOND SUCCESSFUL CAREER
In 2015, Sergio left LatinWorks and took a sabbatical. With time to think and process what he had 
learned, a new agency began forming; first in his mind and then in reality. “You interpret things in 
class, then process them in your head, and then adapt them to your reality,” Sergio mused. 

He launched the second half of his career in 2016 with a new agency, Rest of the World, 
whose logo is based on the skin color palette of the world. “Minorities is my area of interest,” 
Sergio says. Moving away from the vertical leadership style of his past, Sergio is structuring his 
new agency in “a more horizontal way.” This translates to few or no levels of middle manage-
ment between staff and executives, which emphasizes an employee-centered attitude, stressing 
teamwork and collaboration. 
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Sergio believes his leadership skills come into play at the beginning phase of building his com-
pany: in the recruitment process. “I want to work with people I see in the country in the future. 
Everybody working together, not a silo of people of color and people of non-color.” 

He also combined practice with academia by starting a PhD program at the University of  Texas 
at Austin. “My graduate school is based on my experience at the Berlin school.” 

DIVERSITY IS COMMUNITY POWER
His advertising expertise, both at LatinWorks and now at Rest of the World, focuses on minorities, 
giving Hispanic, African-American and LGBT communities a voice and creating educational pro-
gramming. Sergio is adamant that “not taking into consideration the diversity of people is a mis-
take.” Advertising must acknowledge that people are different, come from different cultures, and 
have different life experience due to the differences. If you assume that globalization means that 
everyone is equal then your marketing tactics have less impact. “The truth is if you advertise 
talking to everyone, the end result is very flat, very vanilla. Because when you talk to everyone, 
you are talking to no one.” Diversity is a subject that Sergio is passionate about. “I think with 
great creative expression you need to have a point of view.” 

In the current political climate in America, where there is a real threat of closing borders and 
building walls, Sergio says it is actually a “fascinating” time and a call to duty. “Fascinating be-
cause it is history in the making, especially in regards to minorities.” He asks the question, “What 
does it mean to be American today?”

Sergio is hopeful: “I do believe the multicultural America is going to triumph. I do see light at 
the end of the tunnel.” He sees the silver lining in these turbulent times as bringing people out of 
complacency. And in a strange way, these times give his new agency fire. “Many companies are 
taking sides. What I do is political, just by virtue of being a company called Rest of the World 
and an advocate for minorities. I am creating a political statement.” 
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GIDEON AMICHAY
Founder & Chief Creative Officer
No, No, No, No, No, Yes – Tel Aviv, Isreal 
Class 01
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At first it seemed 
like a Sisyphean 
task. In the early 
‘90s, while  
studying at the 
School of Visual 
Arts in New York 
City, Israeli  
cartoonist  
Gideon Amichay 
dropped off his 
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drawings for consideration at the desk of The New Yorker. He did this every single week. Gideon 
knew that The New Yorker is every cartoonist’s dream, a very long shot, so the magazine’s initial 
rejections did little to dampen his spirit. Not one to pine, Gideon knuckled down and refused to 
give up throughout the equally relentless flow of noes. And then he succeeded. In 1995, some six 
years after arriving in New York City, he finally sold a drawing to The New Yorker. His career in 
advertising had also taken off, yet it is these New Yorker cartoons of which he is the most proud.  
For Gideon the catoons are the most important of his many achievements. Not only was it the 
realization of a lifelong dream, it was a lesson that birthed much of Gideon’s motivations and 
ideology as a creative leader.

“It was only in the Berlin School some 20 years later in 2006 that I understood that those ‘noes’ 
were actually a management tool,” explains Gideon. “It was only once I’d learned about business, 
and about leadership and teaching, that I could understand the importance of those rejections.”

 
REJECTION AND REINVENTION
Gideon spent his early career nurturing his talents for both drawing and advertising. By the time his 
cartoons made it into the pages of The New Yorker, Gideon was already a partner in the agency 
Shalmor Avnon Amichay. It became one of the most successful in Israel, winning the esteemed 
 Israeli Most Creative Agency Award seven times for their eye- and ear-catching campaigns. 

“My BA in graphic design ended in Jerusalem back in 1990,” says Gideon, “so by 2006 it was 
high time to reinvent and challenge myself again.” As chance would have it, the Berlin School of 
Creative Leadership was first coming to life around the same time. Eagerly, Gideon joined 16 other 
participants from all over the world for the school’s first ever class. “At that time the world was going 
digital,” explains Gideon. “Social media was starting to grow rapidly, so we all had so many ques-
tions about what the role of advertising would be in this new world.” 

At the Berlin School, Gideon’s thinking was constantly overturned and challenged to envisage the 
creative businesses of the future. He explored the notion of the “Creative Consumer” in his Masters 
thesis (crowdsourcing was an entirely new concept at the time), learned about how to sell creativity to 
businesses, and above all reconsidered the impact of rejection on his own creative process. Inspired 
and reinvigorated by the experience at the Berlin School, Gideon would leave Shalmor Avnon 
 Amichay a few short years later to pursue his own path. “I resigned from my own agency, with my 
name on the door, which is quite unique!” 

BEYOND ADVERTISING
After stepping down from his post, Gideon published his first book, No, No, No, No, No, No, 
No, Yes, detailing his illustrious achievements and his method of translating every disappointing 
“No” into constructive criticism. The book immediately became a bestseller in Israel, and in 2012 
Gideon was invited to give a TED talk based on the book. He also received an invitation to act as 
that year’s President of the Direct Lions Jury at Cannes Lions. His TED talk – “the speech of my life” 
as Gideon describes it – was a huge success, and he decided it was time to self-publish an En-
glish version of the Hebrew book. “I opened a company in the States with the name No, No, No, 
No, No, Yes – it was meant to be a publishing house, not an agency.” 

A former client in Israel called up Gideon out of the blue, seeking his help to launch a campaign for 
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their new project – the world’s first TV channel aimed specifically at a canine audience: DOGTV. 
Gideon eventually agreed to take on the job under the umbrella of his newly founded company. 
“Without any intention it went from a publisher to a platform for creative campaigns,” says Gideon. 
Soon more former clients were getting in touch about new campaigns, projects and apps, and the 
newest chapter in Gideon’s career began. Today No, No, No, No, No, Yes has fifteen employees, 
big name clients from all over the world, and an offices in New York City and Tel Aviv. 

“It’s a different kind of platform,” says Gideon. “It’s a creative agency not an advertising agency.” 
As it exists today, the platform is about more than just advertising. It incorporates publishing Gideon’s 
books, organizing his lectures and crafting unique campaigns that go beyond mere advertisement 
copy. It stems from Gideon’s time at the Berlin School, putting him steps ahead of the trend when it 
comes to content laden, story heavy digital media. “It’s all about actually creating stories for the me-
dia,” explains Gideon. “The world is about innovation now, so in 2008 I realized how we have to 
change our focus from excellence in craft to innovative thinking.” 

IDEAS THAT MAKE NEWS
One of the company’s most notable projects saw them build a “Cyber Horse” in front of Tel Aviv’s 
cyber conference. The large Trojan Horse-like monument comprised of 500 kg of old computer 
parts, all previously infected with viruses, symbolizing the encroachment of malware into cyber-
space. The project exceeded all expectations, receiving worldwide coverage in newspapers, not 
to mention many thousands of social shares. Gideon insists, however, that it was not simply an 
advertisement. “The piece itself is not an ad, it’s a sculpture,” he says, “and as of last year it’s 
actually going to remain there as a permanent work of art.” Above all else, the Cyber Horse em-
bodies the central concept in the motto of Gideon’s platform: “Ideas That Make News”.

When analyzing the success of his newest creative platform, Gideon goes back to the Berlin School, 
and that all-important word “no”. “When it comes to each of those projects,” says Gideon, in refer-
ence to his 19 Cannes Lions, “every kind of ‘no’ you can imagine was part of the process.” The rea-
sons companies have to say “no” to an agency seem limitless, yet Gideon still happily describes every 
single one as “gaining another no.” He sees these barriers and “noes” with which his clients present 
him as a form of creative stimulation. It forces him to look at things differently. What does Gideon want 
the most from a client? “Challenge us with your problems,” says Gideon. “Please bring ideas you think 
we cannot do.” 
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CHRISTIAN BEHRENDT
Group Creative Lead
Google Zoo – Hamburg, Germany 
Class 11
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After working for eight 
years in  Australia, 
 Christian Behrendt 
is back in Hamburg, 
 shaking off the culture 
shock and right in the 
thick of it as creative 
lead at Google,
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in its creative think tank, Google Zoo. With consulting clients like Red Bull, Zalando, BW and 
Jung von Matt, helping them take advantage of the leading digital tools, Christian is a key player 
in the industry. He is also a father, educator at Miami Ad School, author and innovator. As he 
talks to me from his home office, “to get away from the craziness of the office,” as he puts it, one 
can’t help but notice his natural enthusiasm and energy. Christian applies his background from 
the pop culture industries to the world of social media and digital technologies to help foster cre-
ative innovation and social change.

GIVING IDEAS A LANGUAGE
Christian is a man who truly loves ideas, and not just the idea of ideas but what comes next. 

“For me the definition of a big and strong idea is not just on an emotional level but your ideas can 
change businesses. I think the overall aspect of helping creatives to become more business savvy helped 
me shape my creative output and outcome.” 

The Berlin School was the initial force for refining both his artistic and business mindset, giving 
him the practical tools and a framework from which to operate creatively. It gave him the confi-
dence to push the redline when it came to his career. With confidence comes the need to commu-
nicate effectively. He realized if he wasn’t speaking the same language as his listeners, key 
players like CEOs, they would stop listening, no matter how great the ideas. 

“If I want to move into the big idea business, who do I need to invite into the creative process? 
They speak a different language, have a different level of gravitas and mind-set and they are 
driven by finance and shareholder value.”

The Berlin School helped him learn to communicate his ideas effectively to the people that 
 mattered.

POP CULTURE ENGINEER
Before attending the Berlin School, Christian was a marketing manager at Warner Music Group. 
His love of pop culture continues to influence his work and he sees himself as a bit of a pop cul-
ture engineer. He fondly remembers coming face-to-face with Bill Roedy, the former CEO of MTV 
while at the Berlin School. In the ‘80s MTV played a big role as the middleman exporting West-
ern culture to Russia. “There, watching MTV during the Iron Curtain was illegal, so it transported 
Western  culture and values and the youth was connecting before the politicians were doing so.” 
In a way this was the stepping-stone and an eye-opener for Christian. “The best social initiatives 
embrace an aspect of pop culture as a way of connecting to the young people.” Christian went 
on to co-found a project, Pay with a Tweet.com, which helps creatives and publishers all over the 
world sell and publish with just one tweet. This initiative gives creatives the opportunity to project 
their ideas into the pop culture mainstream, securing that link between the people and change. 
Christian is motivated by contributing to the social good, creating projects that are intergenera-
tional. 

#GETTHEMAYOR 
While at the Berlin School Christian focused on the motto “Driving social change through creative 
innovation.” For his thesis he created a platform for social change in the city of Heidelberg. Like 
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Richard Gere’s character in the movie Arbitrage, Christian experienced a life-changing meeting 
in the same multimillion-dollar wood paneled meeting room. There he found himself discussing, 
with the Mayor of Heidelberg, Eckart Würzner, how to better engage his citizens. Würzner lis-
tened keenly as Christian spoke. Next thing Christian knew he was presenting the mayor and his 
staff with creative innovation ideas to help the city of Heidelberg with social change, tourism and 
citizen engagement. The #GetTheMayor project was born. Christian attributes his communication 
style and his confidence to present these ideas to his time spent at the Berlin School.

This project was a genuine turning point for him. His classic advertising outlook, where winning 
a mention at Cannes Lions or an art director’s award, used to be his primary focus, his desires 
have now broadened. He realized good ideas could change the community, the city, or even the 
globe, into a better place. “I changed my business statement to ‘world changing’,” Christian 
said. He saw, in the #GetTheMayor project, the direct social impact on people’s lives. Nearly 10 
percent of Heidelberg’s citizens visited the website in the first four weeks of the project’s launch 
and were motivated to turn the city into a better place. The real revelation was that young people 
under the age of 35 wanted to engage civically as well. By providing the right tools and digital 
platform the project was able to widen the age range of citizen engagement and decision- 
making. “That was cool for me to see as a creative leader. A tool we designed helped better 
connect a young generation in a city and to their city leadership and then inspire other cities to 
be more transparent and open.” Christian doesn’t doubt that the biggest opportunities for social 
change come from a positive point of view. He is humbly happy he was able to turn his passion 
into work and a better world. “Finding the path that fits and finding your values theoretically take 
the time and brainstorm about them and ask yourself, ‘are my actions connected to my values or 
is there a huge misalignment?’ The school helped me tweak the path.” 

When asked about a crucial take away from the Berlin School, Christian said, “When it comes 
to being a creative director, no one teaches you how to do this. There is no safe space to ask 
question. So mind-set, tools and frameworks were really important, and learning accounting and 
finance.” There is no doubt that Christian will continue to have a passion for ideas, but now he 
knows better that the big idea is just the beginning.
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The path that led 
Adrian Botan  
into  advertising  
was somewhat 
 unconventional. He 
studied  architecture 
in Bucharest at a 
time when architects 
in Romania were 
 regarded as
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social engineers. They were viewed as designers not just of buildings but of the future, to usher in 
the communist Utopia. It was believed that the structures they created would become the enduring 
monuments to the rule of Nicolae Ceausescu. Adrian was initially hesitant to enter the world of 
consumer advertising. It was, he admits, a world that he believed to be superficial and ephemer-
al. 

However, as his studies progressed, Adrian began to view architecture as an isolated profes-
sion, and was drawn to the social dimension of advertising where he was able to work as part of 
a creative team. Botan has always tried to surround himself with people who help him develop 
and, as he puts it, socialize his ideas. 

In 1998, he joined the prestigious advertising agency McCann Erickson. He expected only to 
stay there for a few years, but he thrived in the job and the company, and is now a global exec-
utive creative director and Creative President of Europe based in London. Under his leadership, 
his team in Bucharest has won a slew of awards, from Epica, D&AD, and Eurobest to the New 
York Festival and Cannes Lions. McCann has been named Agency of the Year six times and was 
included in the Gunn Report of the top 50 most creative agencies worldwide. In 2011, McCann 
Romania scooped up two GrandPrix awards and a Titanium Lion in Cannes for the “American 
Rom” campaign and in 2016 was a Media Agency of the Year in Eurobest. With Adrian in the 
lead, McCann was a multiple agency of the year in CEE (Golden Drum) and a runner to Agency 
of the Year in 2016. 

Adrian has a visual arts background that fuels his belief that when ideas are executed they must 
be able to travel beyond words. When working with countries, such as Romania, where English 
is not the primary language, this notion becomes part of the process. Adrian works primarily in 
English, even when dealing with Romanian clients. “English gives more discipline and rigor, and 
playing with more than one language forces you to purify the idea from cultural biases or exces-
sive wordsmithing, which are the usual enemies of conceptual creativity. This is especially useful 
when you want the idea to travel,” Adrian explains. Working with Romanian clients, Adrian re-
spects the culture and values but notes that working in English “made those campaigns even more 
relevant and ready to be universally understood, while the local flavor was a part of their ap-
peal.” When campaigns are targeted at an international market they “become ambassadors of 
the Romanian creativity in the world.” 

WHEN EAST MEETS WEST
When asked if he was trying to bring Eastern Europe up to Western standards or to use Eastern 
European norms in the West, Adrian replies, “Initially, my focus was on bringing the Western 
standards to the East – but I ended up with a mixed bag, as we had so many advantages it was 
a shame to lose.” Adrian describes the East as “entrepreneurial, nimble and always ready to 
hack the system to make things happen.” But he acknowledges that the West wins hands down 
when it comes to execution. Essentially what is lost is made up for in the gain. It’s the differences, 
when they appear, or are put to use that make the impact.

“Now, I’m trying to do the opposite and bring the Eastern European challenger spirit and hun-
gry resourcefulness to the West.” In the East, coming from an emerging market, there was the 
benefit of naivety. “We believed that anything is possible.” Adrian compares this to the West (he 
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lives in London) where “everyone is hyper specialized and pretty much has an idea of what can, 
but most importantly, what cannot be done.” It is exactly that Eastern naivety that helps Adrian to 
challenge the established rules of norms to push boundaries in his campaigns. How does he do 
this? By always asking, “Why not?” The award-winning “American Rom” campaign “would have 
been discounted by armies of experts and legal counselors in a more established market,” says 
Adrian.

IDEAS AND CREATIVE LEADERSHIP
Adrian is very much about ideas and the process of their execution. Naturally, he tries to create 
ideas that have a visual value but he doesn’t discount the power of words. “Great ideas are al-
ways based on a human truth. And truth is expressed in words. Simple words. It should be some-
thing so simple that anyone would be able to understand.”

Putting the “idea” in the lead is Adrian’s vision of creative leadership. Therefore, communicat-
ing the idea to his team and getting them to believe in it is crucial to its best execution. “When the 
stars align people are fearless and they can move mountains.” Ideas are endless, and now in the 
digital age the distribution of ideas is limitless. So why do some ideas go big, and others fizzle? 
Adrian’s take on this is that the successful ideas need leadership to succeed. “Leadership plus 
creativity make an idea a reality.” 

While at the Berlin School, Adrian was very interested in the idea of managing change. It’s his 
belief that you can’t force change any more than you can force adapting to change. “Organiza-
tions are emotional systems. And, now when it comes to marketing and advertising, you need to 
understand and face a big responsibility, because great ideas bring change.” Being prepared for 
change, expecting it and doing the groundwork before it happens is partly our role now. “It’s 
really important to seed every idea and lay the groundwork for it. From a cultural and organiza-
tional perspective: Are they really ready for this idea? Will they be ready to understand it and 
implement it fully? Do your partners understand the transformative potential of that idea?” 

Adrian has come a long way from his days as a student of architecture, but looking back it 
seems a natural first step in his journey that led him to being a designer and leader of brilliant 
creatives. He is a man that values exploring the visual, the creative and the leadership of an idea. 
Without him, the idea would remain just that, an idea. 
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one fair, the other dark-haired, sit calmly at a table, Oliver lights a cylindrical container that pro-
ceeds to “explode,” releasing party favors and treats into the air.

Showing this common, local Swiss New Year’s Eve tradition is a perfect metaphor for the partners’ 
decision to base their company in St. Gallen – 8 km away from the small village of about 6,000 people 
in Switzerland where they both grew up. Taking a cue from a few of the conceptual artists that the coun-
try is known for, Oliver’s mission is to “disturb and question existing systems.”

Oliver, who has a background in finance journalism, clearly revels in articulating such statements. 
Within the partnership, his strengths lie more in wording and numbers, whereas Roman, a former free-
lance graphic designer, who handles the website and social media, is more image oriented. Both part-
ners, who call themselves “creative strategists,” hail from marketing divisions of Swiss banks, but were 
inspired to take a chance and start their own agency as a result of their experiences at the Berlin School 
of Creative Leadership. Realizing that creativity and strategy are not two mutually exclusive concepts 
changed their thinking. Although they had grown up in that same village and had even worked together 
at the same office, it was not until after going to the Berlin School that they came together and formed the 
joint vision that inspired their company. Though perhaps not quite opposites, it may very well have been 
their differences that drew them together as business partners. “We see huge potential in bringing these 
two perspectives together, especially here in this scenic area of Switzerland – to have a local perspective 
with a global background,” Oliver explained.

HOMETOWN BOYS
Sometimes expanding one’s horizons is simply about bringing such broad perspectives right back 
to the source, which led the pair to transfer their knowledge to a place they were sure would need 
it: conservative Switzerland. “Swiss people are not necessarily known for taking risks. They’re a bit 
reserved and like to have a clear path towards their goal,” Roman observed. Being local certainly 
doesn’t imply that FORB doesn’t have international vision. Oliver and Roman’s strategy is to make 
the most of the network they have built up at the Berlin School. Oliver warmly reminisced about the 
international exposure he received, having been in a class of 22 people from 13 different countries. 
Roman echoed the sentiment, explaining how this exposure inspired their joint venture:“When you 
start the school, you have your own ideas and the work that you have done, but it’s somehow diffi-
cult to understand the value of your work. Then you are challenged and inspired by the most cre-
ative people from all around the world, but you also learn the value of your own ideas.” 

“We believe in the strength of independence. In our opinion, the best talents from the creative and 
strategic fields will remain independent,” Oliver pointed out. “So it’s only the two of us but we draw 
upon a network of creative artists. In this way, you can say that we are a ‘pure’ Berlin School agency.”

For each FORB project, the partners assemble a team from their local and global networks, allowing 
the company to assure clients that a customized team has been formed for their project. In this way, no 
two teams or projects are truly ever the same. “This kind of ‘agile’ collaboration is a key characteristic 
of our approach,” Oliver stressed. The impact of the Berlin School network was not lost on these repatri-
ated locals. Exposure to classmates with multicultural perspectives, combined with the international 
modules that were held around the world, provided them the insight and awareness to fully embrace the 
power of diversity. For Roman, it was the intense and expeditious nature of the very first class he was 
thrown into at the Berlin School that set the foundation for his tight-knit network. “I didn’t anticipate hav-
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ing to work with all these different people in such a short period of time. You get to observe all the vari-
ous styles of work, for example, the South American guys are very relaxed and great at presenting, 
whereas the Japanese are much more strategic. So you have to deal with all these cultural differences, 
which then brings you closer together,” he recalled. Oliver also has fond memories of such modules. “It’s 
not a long period of time, but it really felt like a strong family was formed within these few weeks. The 
modules were sometimes very intimate, which resulted in a lot of soul bearing, so a certain kind of trust 
was built up between us,” he said.

LEADING FROM THE BACK
The partners have applied this heightened sensitivity to diverse perspectives to their leadership 
style. It’s something they are aware of when assembling custom-made teams for each project. 
“Leadership is not about standing up front, but rather standing behind your employees. It’s about 
organizing them in a way that they can feel comfortable, be creative, and be able to bring out 
their best qualities,” Roman explained.

Oliver underscored this approach: “You’re much more like an enabler that allows the strengths of 
each team member to unfold and not a dictatorship.”

This is also how they treat their clients, Roman pointed out. “We’re not the kind of agency that gets the 
brief and then says, ‘OK, here’s the concept, let us get to work now.’ Instead, we work closely with the 
client, letting them take part in developing the idea. Sometimes, we even let them develop it without us, 
which is again this enabling approach.” Perhaps it’s no surprise then that conceptual art both inspired 
the look of their website and has a direct impact on their company. Frank and Patrik Riklin, identical twin 
conceptual artists also based in St. Gallen, sit on FORB’s supervisory board – as one member. FORB has 
supported the artists on projects such as their “Zero-Star Hotel,” an open-air concept in the Alps with no 
walls or roof, a kind of artistic intervention that fits the agency’s “disturbing” agenda.

But like the twin artists, Roman and Oliver consider themselves a team in which they are both “equal” 
and therefore a unit. Depending on the project, one or the other might take the lead, but both are al-
ways involved, always challenging each other. 

“We apply the four-eyes principle to every project,” Roman explained. Given that both these insight-
ful, perceptive partners are bespectacled, saying they follow the ‘eight-eyes’ principle is not a stretch, 
and in this case, eight eyes are definitely better than two. 
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change.  In the 1990s her family fell onto hard times and had to make ends meet. She had been 
doing some freelance work as a graphic designer while studying, and as a response to the pres-
sure, she ended up founding a graphic design agency at age 22.

Red Bandana has done work for brands like Sofitel, Pernod Ricard, Kenneth Cole and La Prairie 
and for many years they were one of the main Brazilian agencies for L’Oréal Paris products. Karen 
has grown with the agency. Since it began as a one-woman show, her instinct told her to “centralize” 
and by that she means doing all the work herself. Today she’s married, has a son whom she spends 
quality time with and her company is thriving, but getting there wasn’t easy. 

THE RIGHT PEOPLE
Despite her many accomplishments and top-tier clients, Karen has remained down to earth. She 
has a clear, genuine laugh and kind eyes. When she started her degree at the Berlin School in 
2010, her company was 13 years old. “I was afraid of what would happen if I left the company 
alone for 20 days,” she concedes. “Maybe I was insecure. I thought that only I could do the job 
well, which was completely wrong.”

She had the problem many people in a field like design have. “We don’t learn to lead people at 
school.” In her EMBA she concentrated on just that: To fit roles into a framework, to plan better, and to 
understand how people work and use that knowledge to get the best out of her staff.

But the company had to become more scalable. “I needed to trust more people and to train the 
people who worked with me.”  She had been synonymous with her agency. And instead of relying on 
the quality of the team’s work, the clients only trusted Karen. “Red Bandana was Karen Cesar, now 
they don’t need me, they don’t want to speak to me anymore.”

When she started out at the Berlin School she had 18 employees. By the time she got her diplo-
ma she had fired all but four of the team members and hired eight new people. “Of those 18, not 
many of them were senior in their role,” Karen explains. “So I decided to hire senior people which 
helped me a lot. Now I only employ 12 people.” This was perhaps the most significant boost Red 
Bandana got from her time at the Berlin School because the results trickled into every other part of 
Karen’s existence.

“I could have a life after that. I could get married and have a kid,” she says with a smile. “I learned 
how to get just the right people to commit to taking my company further and doing the best they can, 
doing better work than even I can do.”

THERE IS A SEASON
“The first thing that really got into me when I got to the Berlin School was the idea of embracing 
change.” Karen had a few very big clients at the agency that she relied on. She felt the work they 
were doing had stagnated. “I always had the same clients, the same people with the same kind 
of work. And then to understand that the market changes more than we think and we have to just 
adapt and adjust, was for me one of the most important things I learned.”

She thought by going to the Berlin School she would meet other CEOs and they would have all the 
answers. “At the moment nobody has them,” she says with a laugh. “So it was nice to just understand 
that the important thing is for us to raise the right questions. And try to answer them every day.” 

The unpredictability of the market had been something she feared. But once she embraced the idea 
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of uncertainty and stopped resisting the unavoidability of change she realized what needed to hap-
pen at Red Bandana. The few ”big fish“ clients could leave the company high and dry if they chose to 
switch to another agency, so Karen made the bold decision to drop one of her oldest and biggest cli-
ents, in favor of more dispersed client dependency. 

Karen teaches design and advertising at Centro Universitario da Cidade and web design at Pontifi-
cia Universidade Catolica, both in Rio, and sees how browser data and social media are changing 
the advertising landscape. The more the customer communicates, the more the creatives are chal-
lenged to do exceptional work and the easier it is for clients to measure results. “Understanding the 
digital era, to keep on moving with it, is the hardest part for me,” admits Karen.

BRAND, MEET WOMAN
Karen has worked with cosmetics giants, who direct their advertising at women but never manage 
to speak to their real hopes and fears. Companies and brands have long been aware that, as Karen 
states, women buy 80 percent of the products on the market, directly or indirectly. “So they should 
have a very strong voice,” she asserts. Her Berlin School thesis involved looking at how women in-
fluence the market and their communities. “There’s a lot of data about how much women can con-
tribute to buying a product,” says Karen. So now the challenge is to speak to them on their level.

“Working moms and dads – especially moms in the first months of their baby’s life – have to be 
present. If companies honed in on what quality of life means for women, the women would be 
their best advocates and could multiply the values of the brand.” When she defended her thesis 
she was three months pregnant with her son. “It was nice to have that insight before becoming a 
mom. Once he was born I understood it even better.” 
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world’ look about him. His black hair and slightly hooded eyes only add to his mystique. Having 
attended the European School Luxembourg, surrounded by classmates of various nationalities, 
Thomas has always had a very cosmopolitan worldview.

“To be honest, I just consider myself to be someone living on earth. I don’t feel German, Luxem-
bourgish, black or white – in the end, my thinking is very cosmopolitan,” Thomas said, reflectively.

THE POWER TO INFLUENCE
For Thomas, global thinking is what makes the Berlin School of Creative Leadership stand out in 
the crowd of MBA programs.

“Too many people think that talking to someone from Peru or Cambodia is like talking to some-
one from Mars. They still don’t get that Asia, South America, everywhere that seemed far away 
even a couple of years ago is now as close as the girl next door. You can’t ignore this fact if you 
want to become a successful businessperson in the future. The Berlin School was already focusing 
on this 10 years ago with its international modules and speakers,” Thomas pointed out.

Thomas feels that the unique pool of alumni that the Berlin School has left him with has given 
him “a huge first move advantage today. I have someone to call in every country of the world and 
this is something that has really changed my business.”

People who love what they do have the natural power to influence. “Michael not only lives 
advertising, he loves advertising. For me, he is Mr. Advertising. To learn from people who really 
love their business, it’s a gift,” Thomas said.

Most of the people that he studied with, and under, at the Berlin School came from the advertis-
ing industry. It wasn’t this alone that led him to switch from the television industry to working in 
that field as well, but Michael Conrad himself was probably the biggest influence on this move.

YOUNG AT HEART
The obsolescence of television also led him to the decision to strictly hire and target 15- to 
25-year-olds at his company, the Zoo Agency in Berlin. Thomas also discovered that people 
reach their creative peak within this age range. So one can imagine the youthful energy that 
keeps the office buzzing.

“When I was a TV producer, the development of a broadcast could take up to three years. 
 Today, the young people do this within 24 hours. They don’t even have a TV anymore, they watch 
everything on their laptop. If you want to connect with these people, especially as an advertising 
agency, you have to find ways to reach them via Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat – all these social 
media platforms that didn’t even exist 10, 15 years ago,” he explained. Thomas is 46, but being 
able to understand the mind-sets of people who are different from him has always been a  passion, 
whether it’s in regard to age, nationality or personality. 

“To take a step back and try to understand why others behave the way they do is something 
 extremely important. I think the most important thing in life, especially business life, is to understand 
how to handle the people on the other side of the table, regardless of whether you like them or not.”

When it comes to leadership and working with his core team, Thomas takes the “family” 
 approach. “You can only bring out the best in yourself when you really love what you do and love 
and respect the people you work with. If you don’t feel a certain amount of family in the company, 
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it can’t be successful in the long run. I consider myself more the father of a family rather than a 
pretty hard leader or manager.”

NEW DIRECTIONS
But this family man does have a restless side, which is why even though he retains his core team, 
he likes to change teams up for each project by adding at least two new people. Restlessness was 
also another reason why he chose to go to the Berlin School. The fact that he didn’t finish univer-
sity was his initial motivator for pursuing an MBA.  Thomas also looks forward to new challenges 
in the future. Even though his small company (10 people) has been very successful, he acknowl-
edges that he might have a taste for something bigger. After spending four years collaborating 
with Axel Springer, the largest publishing house in Europe, he realized that being a part of a 
massive entity was quite exciting.

“This was a whole other ball game because this family feeling doesn’t work out in a huge com-
pany. One day I’d like to take on leading an operation on this scale because I think I now know 
how to run a small one, but running a big one is something I’d really like to try.”

Thomas left the Berlin School with what he considers the most valuable gift, self-confidence. The 
idea of change doesn’t seem daunting anymore. Staying in any kind of comfort zone, whether it’s 
the television industry or a cozy familial business, is not an option for him. Even the idea of being 
a creative is still a limited notion for Thomas.

“It’s not enough to be creative, anybody can be creative, but then you have to earn a living 
from your creativity, which then becomes innovation. You can only be innovative when you 
change things, try new things, walk down paths that no one has walked down before. So many 
people are stuck in their jobs and have problems getting out of their comfort zone. They think, 
‘Hey, why should I change anything?” Because everything is more or less going fine. I’m not that 
guy, I’m always looking for something new.” 
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words, the young Pit “forgot to go to college” after finishing school, and left his home near the 
Belgian border, relocating to the city of Halle in Eastern Germany, to start reporting for the sports 
section of newly founded local paper, the Mitteldeutscher Express. Ever adaptable, he never let 
the lack of a higher education plant doubt in his mind. “I learned my job there,” he says.

More than two decades later, Pit had become something of an international media guru. He’s 
held leading positions with two of Germany’s largest publishers, and in 2011 published his first 
book The Heart of a Morning Paper Beats Online. The latter began its existence as Pit’s MBA 
thesis while studying at the Berlin School in 2008. “There’s just no denying the fact that online is 
now an important part of our daily work,” says Pit. “But the question remains: How can you man-
age this work? That’s where I can help.”

LEARNING HOW TO LEAD
From the Mitteldeutscher Express, Pit quickly ascended to sports reporter positions at the 
 Munich-based Abendzeitung, then at the hugely popular weekly magazine Sport Bild in Hamburg. 
Almost as a reaction to his own success, Pit’s ambitions grew as he entered his 30s. “I said to my-
self, I should be a boss,” adding, “although I had no idea how to behave like a boss.” Nonetheless, 
by 2003, Pit was Editor in Chief at Sport Bild, part of the Axel Springer media group.  

Pit headed up Sport Bild the only way he knew how: by giving orders. “I behaved like I imagined 
a boss should, and I walked through barriers to get to my goals, never realizing that the people 
around me should come with me,” Pit explains. “This is how the Berlin School changed my mind-set. 
Now, I’m a role model. When the boss is trying something, people think they could try it too.” 
After six years with Sport Bild, Pit began considering what to do next. It was a member of the Axel 
Springer board who suggested the Berlin School of Creative Leadership. “I turned 40 that year 
too,” remembers Pit, “and at the same time Mathias Döpfner (Axel Springer’s CEO) decided to 
promote me to his head of staff.” Döpfner assured Pit that the Berlin School related very closely to 
his new job – above all when it came to the task of guiding a traditionally print media company 
into a newly emerging digital future. “How do you bring people to the point of embracing these 
challenges rather than seeing them as a threat? We had to start this big change process without 
knowing where we were heading.”

THE HEART OF THE MORNING PAPER
Pit’s Berlin School thesis would ultimately become his guide to modernizing media companies, 
The Heart of a Morning Paper Beats Online. While doing his research into the state of modern-
ization in the German media industry, Pit discovered that most claimed they were “totally integrat-
ed”, or that they “embraced the online world”. “I could tell it wasn’t true!” says Pit. So he turned 
to solid hard numbers to formulate his very own system for scoring digital integration. 

The project involved some 50 interviews with Editors in Chief, to determine an industry stan-
dard level of integration with digital media. The system tested four factors – structure, culture, 
people and tasks – and ultimately determined how far behind or ahead of a benchmark level of 
integration media outlets were. “It’s a very convincing tool,” says Pit, “great at demonstrating 
where a company has to focus.”
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THE WAY AHEAD
A few years after graduating valedictorian of his Berlin School class, Pit left Axel Springer, taking 
his scoring system around the world, applying it to firms in New Zealand and India. Eventually, 
German newspaper giant Funke Media, requested that Pit apply his system to their sports sections. 
After his presentation they asked him to implement the suggestions himself. “So my self-employment 
finished very quickly!” 

Taking up his new Editor in Chief post at Funke in January 2016, Gottschalk has been relishing 
reinventing his post-Berlin School leadership style. Pit encouraged his team to start using online 
tools like Twitter or Periscope right after he started, despite protests that it was “time wasting”. 
“Now,” he says, “they’re all doing it.” 

“Tweeting, making videos, making podcasts – it’s all part of my daily job now. This is what I want 
to show them in person, to be a role model for them.” His time at the Berlin School changed Pit 
Gottschalk’s mind-set. What is his motto now when it comes to leadership? “Only demand from 
others what you would do.”
Pit keenly describes having lost his status thinking. “As a leader, I don’t have my own office any-
more,” he reveals. “I sit with the others in a big room, so I can share my views on and approach to 
the stories and so on. It’s the new world!”

FIT FOR THE FUTURE
Having made their names in the waning analogue sector of print media, many of the established 
and successful middle-aged journalists have no idea what’s really happening in the online world. 
“There are a lot of years to go until their retirement plan though,” Pit says, “and my passion is to 
find out how I can modernize these guys to be fit for the future.”

In the media industry, you have no choice but to embrace all things digital, and Pit is leading the 
way for his employees, getting his hands dirty in the process and leading by example. “I don’t de-
mand anything from my staff that I wouldn’t do,” says Gottschalk. While he encourages his col-
leagues to broadcast via the likes of Facebook Live and Periscope, he’s sure to do so himself first. 
“I always show them that I would do the same before I demand something.” 
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clear and well-trodden path lay before her: move to London and join a big agency. But this pre-
dictability wasn’t Lorna’s style. She chose to stay up in the north of England and pursue a career 
there. “I didn’t see why, with all the creativity and inventiveness that there is the north, and has 
been for generations, why the hell you have to go to London for a top-drawer career?” In 1996 
she was accepted as junior planner at Manchester-based agency BDH. Two decades later the 
agency is part of the internationally renowned TBWA Group. Lorna is still there today, having 
risen through the ranks, as Disruption Director at TBWA\Manchester. “I’ve not moved organiza-
tions, but the organization has changed around me,” Lorna says. “It’s given me an ever-changing-
perspective on the world.”

WELCOME DISTURBANCES
Lorna’s role as disruption director may sounds strange, but managing a company by throwing 
proverbial spanners into the works prevents predictability. “It’s a simple philosophy really,” says 
Lorna, “if we’re working with a client that has set conventions about the way they think, or the 
way their marketplace is meant to behave, we just help them disrupt that.” 

During her tenure with TBWA\Manchester, Lorna has witnessed countless paradigm shifts in the 
advertising world. The ability to continuously adjust how a company behaves, and how it thinks 
is crucial for success. The goal is to help businesses think about themselves in different ways, and 
to provoke the team to create fresh new thoughts – it’s not only good for ad agencies keeping 
ahead in their field, it’s smart practice for any business within today’s fluctuating marketplace. “It 
requires a degree of bravery,” says Lorna, “but clients are getting more and more comfortable 
with ‘disruption’ as a concept.”

TOTAL IMMERSION
Lorna’s interest in going to the Berlin School wasn’t piqued by a mid-career crisis or desire for 
promotion – learning is a key part of what makes her tick. “I’m a learn-aholic!” she declares. “I’ve 
always been permanently in beta mode, always trying out new things.” Deciding it was high time 
to focus on broadening her knowledge of leadership, with typical self-starting gusto Lorna eager-
ly completed her application and booked a flight to Berlin in 2011.
“It does put you quite far out of your comfort zone,” says Lorna of her time at the Berlin School, 
“thus it creates real bonds between people.” Most memorable were the group tasks, thrusting 
Lorna and her classmates into tough new situations, inducing them to find new ways of working 
together under pressure, on creative projects. “The group tasks are like The Apprentice on ste-
roids,” says Lorna, “you are literally thrown in at the deep end!” Things can reportedly get pretty 
tense in the groups, made up as they are of leaders from various companies, seeking consensus 
on myriad opinions and ideas. “It sort of strips people bare, and shows the best and the worst in 
people. There were tears and there were frustrations and there were fallouts – but then there were 
also joyous celebrations.”

Navigating it all fruitfully was just part of the experience. “It’s such a fascinating study of lead-
ership, ego and humanity,” says Lorna, “of people against deadlines, not in their comfort zone. 
At work we all have it down where we pretty much know what to do – but in this world we’re all 
suddenly beginners again!” 
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One memorable class saw the group go over classic 1957 courtroom drama, 12 Angry Men, 
mining Henry Fonda’s persuasive lead character for new insights into leadership behavior. “It 
was a study in leadership and influence,” says Lorna, “and what tools were being used at each 
particular step in the film – it was just fascinating!” There’s a vast gap between simply being a 
leader within the creative industries, and being creative in how one leads, and the Berlin School 
helped the class focus more firmly on the latter. “We’ve got that core in common now, which I 
don’t think will ever change,” says Lorna. “It really is like a family.”

HEIGHTENED SENSITIVITY
Lorna definitely grew as a leader while at the Berlin School but it was her sensitivity that changed 
the most. This new awareness of dealing with people bled into her Berlin School thesis, which 
was aimed at “unpicking the extrovert ideal” within the advertising industry (it would go on to 
win the Michael Conrad Outstanding Thesis Award). The industry’s tendency to ignore its sensi-
tive and introverted characters – a group in which Lorna happily includes herself – regardless of 
their creative input, was a central theme in the thesis. 

“We’re naturally drawn to the extrovert characters – the charm, the confidence,” says Lorna. 
“Like in any group, those who shout loudest tend to get more airtime.” The problem though, as 
she points out, is that many fine creative minds are anything but extroverted. For her thesis, Lorna 
conducted a study of two groups responding to the same piece of creative copy, one presented 
by an extrovert, the other by an introvert. The statistics revealed the test group consistently  favored 
the extrovert. “It’s extraordinary,” says Lorna, “but it could be potentially quite damaging too. 
How many brilliant ideas are getting passed by because they’re being presented from an 
 introverted standpoint?”

As a leader, it’s safe to say Lorna is comfortable at the edges. “I’ve always been drawn to 
things that are surprising or a bit naughty,” she says mischievously, “being disruptive is always 
more exciting isn’t it?” Lorna has no regrets about choosing North England over London. She 
clearly forges her own path wherever she goes, even when she stays in the same place. In this 
day and age, staying at the same company for over two decades is quite a rarity unto itself.

“I feel very strongly about taking responsibility for my organization, and it was cemented when 
I did the Berlin School course. It’s not a case of leaving when things aren’t working. It’s much 
more interesting to find out how to make things work.” 
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“In Switzerland, 
everything is a 
little bit slower,” 
says Alexander 
Jaggy, “therefore 
it can sometimes 
seem a bit more 
predictable.” His 
tranquil 
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demeanor is communicable. He’s speaking from the Zurich branch of the Thjnk agency group, 
where he’s served as managing director since opening the office a little under a year ago. 

“To bring some unpredictability to the market here,” he says, “that is our task for the next few 
months.” For a few minutes he talks freely of his 25 years in the advertising industry. The Zurich 
native is noticeably content in his new role, surrounded by a close-knit family of workers. “I really 
love to come to work, and to be with the people around me,” he says. “It feels like coming home.” 

Deciding copy writing was his best way into the business (“as you can learn by doing”), Alex-
ander worked for a year as a junior copywriter at BBDO Business Communications in Zurich, 
before having to complete his mandatory military service. Emerging from his service more deter-
mined than ever, Alexander scored copy writing positions at legendary Swiss agency GGK, then 
at Hamburg agency Springer & Jacoby, for whom he would ultimately open an international 
branch in London. Alexander returned to Zurich after the birth of his first son, finally settling down 
at international agency Jung von Matt, where he would climb to the position of executive creative 
director. But somehow this vertical success wasn’t enough. Sometimes the best challenges come 
from going in a lateral direction and getting a fresh take on a subject. For Alexander, this subject 
was leadership.

MAKING THE LEAP
Alexander was instantly keen on attending the Berlin School after hearing about it from an old 
friend and alumni. “We had about 23 people from 17 countries and everything was in English,” 
he explains. “It was like a school, a reboot, a world trip, and a language class in one! For me it 
was a huge opportunity.”

The mixture of academic and practical work offered by the Berlin School would ultimately 
prove instrumental in helping Alexander define himself as a leader. “We learned about ‘Type 5’ 
leaders, these leaders in huge companies where you don’t really know their name. I’m more that 
kind of leader.” It soon became clear to Alexander that, rather than focusing on improving their 
craft, the aim of his class would be more “about learning how to be a manager; about finance 
and strategy.” Alexander was thrown right into the deep end, way out of his comfort zone.

“If you’re at the same company for 10 years and are more or less successful,” Alexander says, 
“you start to build up your walls, and you start to say ‘I’m not gonna do this and I’m not gonna do 
that.’ So it’s more than a little striking when you’re suddenly in a group like at the Berlin School. I 
really made a leap.” 

Returning to work after the Berlin School, Alexander was more motivated than he’d been in years, 
eager to weave his new knowledge back into the company. “I had so many concrete tools and ideas 
that I could really use,” explains Alexander. His business partner even commented on his enthusiasm 
at the time. “I think you can lead in many different ways, but I’m more into that organizational type of 
leadership,” Alexander explains. “It’s something I felt was my strength: to create a strong organization 
within a company and not be such an important figure myself.”

“The best tip I heard over the years was that a good leader is somebody who stands in front of 
the people if things aren’t working well, but takes a step behind his people if they have success.”

SURPRISE YOURSELF
For his thesis, Alexander focused on the advantages of unpredictability in business, questioning 
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how companies can succeed by breaking the rules. “I found out the brain does something really 
special when not doing what it’s supposed to do,” explains Alexander. His research for the thesis 
demonstrated how employees doing something as simple as taking a different route on their way 
to work are ultimately more creatively inspired and open to criticism. He goes on to explain how 
he wanted to “make that connection between breaking the rules and surprising yourself.” The 
 insight gained during this exploration has proven useful on key campaigns during Alexander’s 
illustrious career, notably one for Pro Infirmis, a Swiss organization for people with disabilities. 
“We built some customized mannequins based on the bodies of a group of disabled people, and 
placed them in stores rather than the usual ones – to break the norm.” The process of creating the 
specialized mannequins, and the reactions the public had to them, was all filmed for a video 
campaign – to date the most successful viral video from Switzerland, having garnered some 24 
million views. “Doing this for an organization who didn’t have a big budget, to get them press 
from all over the world, that was really great.”

This philosophy of ‘unpredictability’ posed by Alexander is all about avoiding potential cre-
ative dead ends. “Sometimes to break the routine,” he says, “I might say something critical on 
purpose, and challenge coworkers to resell their ideas to me.” Alexander also recommends tak-
ing new employees out onto a public ice rink in Zurich when getting to know them. “The brain is 
always concentrating more on the skating,” he explains, “so you get the most honest answers! It’s 
great to go out and distract people sometimes.”

LOVE TO LEAD
“When it comes to the Berlin School,” says Alexander, “it’s about leading people, but it’s also 
loving to lead people.” His aim of creating an atmosphere of unpredictability in the office is as 
much about keeping his colleagues creatively primed and enthusiastic as it is about business. “If 
you don’t love people you can’t lead people,” concludes Alexander. “If you’re not interested in 
people, if you don’t have any empathy and aren’t prepared to listen, you can’t be a leader.” 
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since the turn of 
the millennium. 
São Paulo, the 
 continent’s 
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largest city, is a magnetic hub at the center of digital, and now post-digital, advertising. It has 
managed to resist encroachment because of marketing gurus who managed to build their reputa-
tion on an ability to roll with the punches thrown at them by new media. 

The dynamic duo André Kassu and Marcos Medeiros who head up the São Paulo branch of the 
American agency Crispin Porter + Bogusky (CP+B), named “Agency of the Decade” by Advertis-
ing Age in 2009, are a creative force that understands that you don’t have to follow the crowd in 
order to compete.

“You had all these digital agents arriving on the scene with the belief that everything offline will 
die,” explains André. “Ten years later we still have offline, and we still have TV. This was some-
thing that we did differently. We believed in coexistence. It doesn’t matter if it’s a TV spot or a 
T-shirt or a digital influencer. What matters is what’s in the middle of a campaign: the idea.”

FROM MUSIC AND SPORTS
Their story starts back in the mid-90s with Marcos, at that time training night and day to compete 
as a swimmer in the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta. “You can’t even imagine how hard it is 
to get into the Olympic Games,” he says. Unfortunately, fate was not on his side, and Marcos 
missed his qualification time by four 100ths of a second. 

While processing his unsuccessful attempt at the Olympics, Marcos continued to work as an il-
lustrator at a tiny agency near São Paulo. It was during this time that he became aware of the role 
of a creative director – and quickly changed his priorities. His ambition needed a new direction. 
“I decided to put my energy into advertising and to move to São Paulo.” Marcos’ wife, who was 
an account manager at Saatchi and Saatchi at the time, introduced him to André Kassu who also 
worked there as an up-and-coming copy writer.

Where Marcos began as a chiseled athlete, André also came from unexpected beginnings. “I used 
to be a musician,” explains André, eyes twinkling proudly. “I was playing blues music here in Brazil, 
but at the same time I was a trainee in an agency.” For two years André found a balance between 
advertising and music, but ultimately advertising gained the upper hand. “I realised the creative pro-
cess was kind of similar to the one I was using in music,” says André, “so I could find value in getting 
out of being a musician and entering a creative department.” 

Marcos eventually worked his way up to a directing role at AlmapBBDO in São Paulo. In need 
of a copy writer he immediately called André. Their instinctive rapport made for an energetic 
pairing, bursting with creative ideas. It was no time before they were promoted; becoming the 
exciting creative director duo they remain today. 

“We’re lucky to have found somebody with whom you don’t really have to even discuss ideas,” 
says Marcos. “We kind of complete each other. Some people even describe us as ‘the monster 
with two heads’.” With careers booming, heading up a team of 50 creatives at AlmapBBDO, the 
two took an unexpected detour and both signed up for the Berlin School of Creative Leadership, 
eager to discover what could come next.

A LEAP OF FAITH
“When we went to the Berlin School, we thought it was a good opportunity to see how other 
countries worked,” says Marcos. Participants consistently agree that the opportunity to learn 
alongside an international group of peers is one of the Berlin School’s key strengths. “There were 
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so many different cultures at the school,” says André. ”Japanese, Swedish, Croatian… André 
and Marcos remain good friends with many of their international classmates today, indeed first 
coming into contact with Chuck Porter of CP+B via the school.

It was during a class by the Professor of Strategy & International Management, Paul Verdin, that 
André first envisioned running a company with Marcos. “Verdin helped us develop a prediction 
of what we thought was going to happen in the next five years,” says André. “I realised then that 
maybe I wasn’t going to stay at BBDO for much longer. Right there, in the middle of the class.” 
Marcos concurs, admitting that operating their own branch was simply inevitable once the idea 
had been planted in their minds. 

Having caught the eye of CP+B’s Chuck Porter, they were soon invited to be part of the interna-
tional agency, deciding it was the opportune moment to open a new branch in Brazil rather than 
move the duo abroad. “Instead of bringing the Brazilians to CP+B, let’s bring CP+B to Brazil!” 
says André. Three years later, and the Brazilian CP+B office employs almost 80 people, and 
boasts big-name clients like Stella Artois, Johnnie Walker, and Smirnoff. What’s more, Porter has 
now also turned over responsibility for running the original CP+B office in Miami to the dynamic 
Brazilian duo.

QUESTIONING THE QUESTION
Influenced by Swedish classmates at the Berlin School, André and Marcos’  São Paulo offices are 
decorated with motivating phrases, words and mantras – oblique strategies aimed at fuelling the 
creativity in their workforce. “Simplify it”, and  “The idea is boss” are but a few. However, more 
than clarity and focus, one key campaign in the history of the duo perhaps holds the secret to 
their adaptability.
An interactive poster campaign the duo completed for Billboard magazine went on to win a 
Cannes Grand Prix in 2010. “That was a great learning experience for us,” says André. “We 
were really open to learning from those around us, and a co-worker said he could make this dig-
ital, that he could make this happen for real with touch screen.” This approach to openness and 
adaptability in their leadership, to allowing co-workers to fuel creative thinking from the bottom 
up, has helped put Marcos and André at the forefront of their industry in São Paulo’s energetic 
and competitive marketplace. “It doesn’t matter what department you’re in,” insists André, “tell 
me what you think, bring me your insights. Question the question.” 
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reach of an Oscar. Stein laughs when he recalls his recent “downward” career arc, from 
 chairman of the board of the Norwegian film production company, Paradox, to the more work-
manlike role of a producer. “Most financiers or executives who get a taste for movie production 
end up producing themselves because it’s so much fun, despite the aggravation. And that is still 
my day job, producing movies.” 

Stein’s humility belies his impact not only on the international film scene – The King’s Choice was 
Norway’s entry for a foreign language Oscar, and his current production, Hard Powder, stars Liam 
Neeson and Laura Dern – but also in advertising, academia and various creative business ventures. 
Drylab, his software company, provides digital solutions for managing the metadata of complex film 
projects, while Handverk, a company Stein is on the board of, aims to playfully solve design prob-
lems: “We believe that there has to be something special, strange or beautiful inside every project.”

 
THE VALUE OF INCREMENTAL GROWTH
Introduced to the Berlin School while at Cannes, Stein quickly saw the opportunity for professional 
development through fresh inspiration from international business experts. “The biggest takeaway 
from the Berlin School was developing the analytical business side of my brain.” It was a time of 
profound change for Stein – the birth of his third child and a growing discontent with the structure 
of his businesses within the evolving Norwegian film production and advertising industries. 

“When I finished the Berlin School, I stopped doing commercials. It was a direct result of my 
strategy class professor saying, ‘There is no such thing as Competence Synergies.’ We were fool-
ing ourselves. Commercials are short term, do what your client asks you to do. In a feature film 
you have your own ideas, a long development time. It was basically two different companies, 
under one roof. We couldn’t translate the synergy we thought we had into money.”

While at the Berlin School, Stein became convinced that continuous growth is unnecessary. “If you 
cannot make your business grow, you are considered unsuccessful. After one class I asked the head of 
Bertelsmann, ‘Why do companies have to grow?’ His answer was ‘Because it’s more fun.’ I believe 
there are a lot of bad decisions being made on the premise that a company has to grow. There’s so 
much growth that is not effective. Bertelsmann’s companies have very few synergies. Maybe credit fa-
cility or some financing, but they are separately operated. Growth is so imperative in our business 
world without too many asking the question why?”

Stein was enthused by a Berlin School module that took place in Japan, which introduced Kai-
zen, the Japanese philosophy of developing in small improvements. Inspired by two American 
professors and implemented after World War II to rebuild the country, the method is credited for 
helping Toyota surpass General Motors as the world’s leading automaker in 2008. “I found Kai-
zen very relevant to the creative industries, a strategic way of improving everything.” Stein sees 
parallels between the close Japanese state and private sector cooperation and the Scandinavian 
social democratic economic model. “Japanese state institutions influenced growth very intelligent-
ly. It’s a good lesson for Norway and the rest of the world. How a strong state can be healthy. ”The 
Norwegian film industry has grown over the last two decades through opening more regional 
sources of funding, developing stronger public-private cooperations, and granting producers 
 bonuses and incentives for films that attract audiences to cinemas. Stein’s films have won Audience 
Awards in Berlin, the Hamptons and Norway.
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“The film industry is heavily subsidized, and we need pressure on the state entities to help us 
compete internationally. It’s not something we can do on our own.”

THE THEORY OF CREATIVITY
Stein’s desire to shake things up is reflected in his films’ successful blend of organic Norwegian 
narratives with strong international appeal. Norway is often considered a paradox for its combi-
nation of low innovation and high economic performance. The country came late to TV commer-
cials, and kept its film industry centralized and nationally focused until the early 2000s. Stein 
channels the Austrian economist Schumpeter’s concept of “creative destruction” in his passion to 
innovate through harnessing the mercurial nature of creativity.

“I got really curious about creative methods and processes, how to facilitate the stressful process of 
having to create something funny or engaging every day, and not stressing about it at night, especially 
considering so many ideas come on buses or in bathrooms, other places than the actual work-
place.”  After dominating the radio commercials market at just 25, Stein focused his holding company 
on designing creative processes for corporate clients. His Idea Laboratory split a 10,000 square foot 
creativity space into creativity, thinking, decision-making, idea development, and conceptualizing 
rooms. “We decreased stress levels, worked longer hours, made better stuff and made more money. 
Formalizing creative processes really enhanced our business.”

Stein, a musician at heart, drew inspiration at this time from Denmark’s Kaospilot school, an 
alternative business and leadership school rooted in activism and idealism. He bought and rede-
veloped the advertising school Westerdals into the Westerdals Oslo School of Arts, Communica-
tion and Technology, whose students now frequently place in the top ranks at international film 
festivals and the BAFTA, CLIO and D&AD awards. Stein credits the Berlin School with encourag-
ing his own renewed desire for further learning, and improving his work at Paradox. “The other 
part of the brain kicks in after selecting a story. The rights you want to keep, how to build exten-
sions. We might make an amusement park based on a series of family movies. What drives us is 
finding the perfect balance between art and commerce – telling the stories that engage emotions, 
then working out how to make money.”

Stein’s core advice for budding film producers is to always believe your next project is your best 
project. “We were shortlisted for the foreign film Oscar this time, next time nominated,” he laughs. “It’s 
really about doing the same thing over and over but better each time. I’ve passed Gladwell’s 10,000 
hours, but he might agree that the movie industry is one where more hours apply.” 
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experience to be a good  leader. Frances is now a partner at Grey Advertising in Johannesburg, 
South Africa and she’s worked her way up the ranks in the industry. Starting as a copy writer at 
The Jupiter Drawing Room, Frances then went to TBWA/ South Africa, working as a creative di-
rector. In 2003 she moved to Ogilvy, Johannesburg, where she was a creative director first, then 
became executive creative director, and sits on the board of South Africa’s Creative Circle. All 
this experience in project-based work gave her a solid foundation, but she felt she couldn’t con-
nect the creative in her to the disciplined businessperson. While she had to rely on structure, 
communication and integration, she needed to nurture her driving creative force.

 
FILLING THE GAPS
Frances realized that these two sides of her personality, the creative and the business-savvy, 
seemed oppositional at times. With her decision to go to the Berlin School of Creative Leadership 
her outlook changed. 

“When I started studying, a whole world opened up to me,” Frances recalls, in her soft South 
African accent. The difference  between being a creative person and learned business-person was 
“an adjustment.“ 

Her background in project-based creative work combined with the robust and rigorous educa-
tion at the Berlin School brought her face-to-face with the hard-nosed financial aspects of agen-
cies. “I can participate now,” she says. After her experience at the Berlin School, everything else 
came together. But it was more than just the icing on the cake. It was the bridge between her two 
selves, helping her become a valuable and versatile creative partner for Grey Advertising.

COMMUNICATION, STRUCTURE, COLLABORATION
Frances credits her business success to understanding the finer aspects of communication and 
change management. “The unglamorous work is the most important part of vision.” Now she 
pays attention and makes sure everyone is aligned and on board. “Even how people sit is import-
ant,” she says, matter-of-factly. Frances is fascinated by the structure of business culture. In an 
agency, good communication means good work. Without it, “it just doesn’t happen.”

While at the Berlin School, she took part in a summer course on role-playing different personal-
ity types in business situations. Frances and her peers struggled with the group assignments be-
cause, as she described, “We were used to everyone following us, but on an equal team, no one 
was the boss.” She came away with a better understanding of how leadership meant influencing 
people in a positive way, to get them to want to be on board. It’s not about being followed. Fran-
ces’ natural creative side connected with the idea of the leader as storyteller. Being the person 
that communicates directly to people resonated with her. For years she had cultivated the notion 
that being a great artist automatically gives you the status of being a great leader. “The Berlin 
School helped me move away from this idea and build on the idea that the glamour actually lies 
in consistent hard work, and effective communication.”

BUILDING THE BRIDGE
What does it matter if your agency is divided into separate companies? Frances’ thesis empha-
sized the importance of creative, organizational structures and profit centers and their effect on 
creative outputs. She looked at how ad agencies innovated their product and how much advertis-



59

BERLIN SCHOOL OF CREATIVE LEADERSHIP

ing has changed through technology.  “Once technology had disrupted everything, a lot of agen-
cies found it really hard to change because they were still structured in an old way: with the de-
partments being separate companies, the PR department was a separate company, the digital 
department was a separate company, those are often things creative people don’t want to think 
about – That business side of things.” Frances discovered that when agencies oversee the struc-
ture, it becomes very difficult for them to do digitally integrated work. The need for collaboration 
became evident.

MEDIA INTEGRATION
Frances is from the generation that witnessed the transformation into the digital age firsthand and 
its dramatic effects on the advertising industry. She brought her learnings from the Berlin School 
to shape the digitally integrated agency structure in her current position at Grey. This includes but 
is not limited to just TV ads but innovative and integrated PR solutions. “We are all one company. 
All our specialist interests are the same bottom line.” She was left frustrated by previous experi-
ences at agencies that did not incorporate social media with their creative department but out-
sourced to designers. “Social media was an afterthought, it was done outside of the creative de-
partment.” Implementing social media in her agency was a big change, she pointed out. “If you 
keep social media in a corner, you can’t amplify campaigns nowadays.” Collaboration is the 
best strategy.

BEYOND BUSINESS RESPONSIBILITY
The real work in the future of ad agencies will be leading creative people through the financial 
maze. Developments in programmatic advertising where 150 banners are delivered to a highly 
specialized audience pose a risk to the creative. Though very profitable and attractive to clients, 
when a copy writer writes 150 different variations of the same headline “that work is not some-
thing many creative people are going to want to do.” Frances very clearly sees the need for bal-
ance: “How do we not kill creative people in the process?” 

Thanks to the ethically grounded view of the Berlin School, Frances passionately believes that 
the world can be a better place. The practical values and lessons translated seamlessly to Johan-
nesburg but now she better understands the added responsibility of economic transformation and 
empowering black talent in order to repair the legacy of Apartheid. “The challenge is not so 
much finding the people, it is holding on to them.” As a change leader, she sees her real job in 
supporting people as they find their own best self. The rest will follow. 
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the world. He’s been called the “most respected businessman” of Ecuador and was instrumental 
in leading its biggest football club.

Though it’s taken him through many twists and turns of life, both unexpected and planned, the 
 desire to be creative is what has always driven Eduardo Maruri. 

He’d like to claim it was instinctive, but he admits he’s picked it up along the way. Eduardo 
studied business as an undergraduate at Eastern Michigan University and communications at 
Harvard, meeting bright minds and feeding his unrelenting urge to create his own company. 

This part of his journey gave him an understanding of hard work and the hunger for something 
bigger, but he always wanted to return to Ecuador.

FAMILY MATTERS
As a young graduate Eduardo spent five years channeling his energy into his job as a marketing 
agent at Gillette, the famed razor producer, in Boston. Feeling the itch even more, he moved back 
to Ecuador and took a risk by founding a marketing agency, Maruri Publicidad, with his father. It 
was the beginning of his dream.

His father was the spirit of the business, and together with Eduardo he quickly built up the agen-
cy’s reputation. It didn’t take long before accolades came flowing in.

In 1993, his agency caught the eye of the Grey Global Group, the 100-year-old marketing gi-
ant with close to $1.5 billion in global revenue. They joined forces so Grey Global could head 
their operations in Ecuador and beyond. Clients flooded in.

“We were the only agency in Ecuador pushing creativity. And we began getting noticed right 
away,” he said. After seven years, once his father passed, the responsibility fell onto his shoul-
ders. “I was by myself at 25 years old running this agency,” he said. “It was a lot to take on.”

Over the course of the next nine years, he grew his portfolio and client list, making his name as 
one of the top marketing minds in Latin America. But it wasn’t enough. He knew he had to expand 
his creativity and still learn more about his work and what he could do. In 2004, he made a huge 
leap into public life by running for the presidency of the Chamber of Commerce in Guayaquil, Ec-
uador’s largest city and his hometown. Two years later, he was elected President of the National 
Federation of Chamber’s of Commerce, representing businesses from all across the country. He or-
ganized an official visit by former U.S. president George H.W. Bush and brought former president 
Bill Clinton to Ecuador to speak at his former company.

POLITICS, FOOTBALL & CANNES
Feeling his way into politics, he became Vice president of the Una Nueva Opción, political party 
founded in 2007. That catapulted him to be elected to the nation’s congress, taking part in the 
country’s important drafting of a new constitution.

His stint was brief, but he accomplished enough during his time to consider it a success. But 
even so, he still felt the calling that his marketing background provided him, and wanted to find 
a way to channel that creativity and lead others in the process.

Soon after, he became the president of the biggest football club in Ecuador, Barcelona Sporting 
Club, growing his executive capacity for leadership and leading the team to several successful 
seasons. He could have continued, but he knew his creativity couldn’t be bound to sports. He 
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 resigned in 2010. He needed to know more and challenge himself. In 2011, he went back to the 
agency and put his leadership into action almost immediately. He built up the operations, ex-
panded their scope, and found new clients thanks to his years in public service.

The high point came in 2012 when his agency won two awards at the Cannes Lions Interna-
tional Festival of Creativity, the first awards won by any Ecuadorian firm. It was there that he 
found a pamphlet for the Berlin School of Creative Leadership, which he applied to right away.

FROM EXTROVERT TO INTROSPECTOR
“Berlin was the point in my life that really changed the whole game. If I hadn’t gone, I wouldn’t have 
had the confidence to come back. We wouldn’t have had the awards. I wouldn’t have been able to 
sell my agency, and I wouldn’t have been sitting where I am today as the head of the Latin American 
region for Grey,” he said. “Berlin was the confidence I needed to become the CCO of Maruri Grey.”

In the program, he learned about introspection, detailing his strengths and weaknesses and using 
that to fuel his creativity and build solid friendships that would benefit his company and his work.

He came to understand that the vision he wanted to bring to marketing, politics, or sports was 
always there inside of him. He just needed the confidence to bring it out into the world.

“I understood that creativity was at the center, but I always thought someone else had to do it. 
The Berlin School gave me the confidence to do it myself. Not that I needed to hire anyone. This 
was a game changer for me,” he said.

And it seems to have paid off. In 2016, Maruri sold 60 percent of his agency to Grey Global 
Group, who in turn offered the position of President and CEO of Grey Latin America, based in 
Ecuador. Throughout six years, the agency has won 33 awards at the Cannes Lions festival. 
Maruri Grey is now a leading marketer for all the top brands who aim to be successful in Ecua-
dor. Under his leadership, in 2017, Grey Latin America won 30 Cannes Lions.

Eduardo learned that success would come to those who worked hard, sought out a challenge, 
and took a risk.

“People follow people, not brands. I’ve been able to learn that now. That’s what allowed me to 
grow the company to where it is today,” he said. “I’m very excited to be able to grow my agency 
and learn how to buy a company in Brazil, how to deal with companies in Mexico, and how to 
continue to grow and expand the business. And it all started with the Berlin School, which really 
challenged me.” 
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and a soap box 
full of stories 
launched Luis 
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onto an amazing 
life-long journey of 
 business success,  
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curiosity and learning. As Creative Chairman and CEO of Alma, the sixth largest Hispanic adver-
tising agency in the U.S., looking back on a successful career spanning decades and a slew of 
national and international awards, Luis is at the top of his game in every regard. From his flam-
boyant office in Miami, with its funky colors and vibrant murals painted by the staff, he  elaborated 
on how his journey began.

THE TOOLS FOR EFFECTIVENESS 
“I’ve always been artistic and creative,” Luis said. Growing up in Mexico City, Luis’ Romanian 
parents had high hopes for him – a “career by the book” in law or medicine. A fateful summer 
internship at Luis’ family dentist, facing the horrors of  “bad breath, saliva and blood” (Luis only 
lasted three days!), was the end of his foray down the path of traditional careers. But, like Cer-
vantes’ Don Quixote (Luis has read the book at least a dozen times), he knew his true calling was 
waiting for him outside the realm of the conventional. At 17, with a detergent box full of his per-
sonal writing, Luis interviewed with a small advertising agency. 

“The guy read my writing and hired me on the spot,” Luis recalled. “A week later my first radio 
campaign was already on air!” Propelled by his curiosity and hunger for knowledge – the elixir 
of his eternal youth, Luis claims – the rest is history.

Indeed, it was Luis’ passion for learning as much as his desire to give back through teaching 
and mentoring younger generations of advertising professionals, that prompted him to enroll in 
the Executive MBA of Creative Leadership. “I was very intrigued,” he explained. “I’d never seen 
a course specifically designed for creative leaders.” Luis beamed with youthful enthusiasm as he 
discussed his time at the Berlin School of Creative Leadership. “The first couple of modules were 
an amazing process of self-discovery. They helped me understand my strengths and weaknesses, 
and taught me how to compensate for weaknesses by creating supportive teams. I loved learning 
about the concepts of mind-set, skill set, and tool set – and how these interplay.” He paused for a 
moment to gaze at the scintillating Miami sunshine streaming through the window before continu-
ing. “I think the EMBA has given me the tools to plan better, to use intuition effectively. I feel I now 
have the ammunition to be much better at what I do.”

INSPIRATION & PRESENTATION
To truly understand the significance of Luis’ assertion that he has become an even better leader, 
one has to consider some of his earlier successes – developing his Hispanic advertising agency 
to win multiple awards such as Adevertising Age’s Multicultural Agency of the Year (multiple 
times!), and a whopping eight Cannes Golden Lions. His client base includes McDonald’s, State 
Farm, Clorox, General Motors, to name but a few. In short, the MBA Executive program has 
helped Luis progress from a strong leader to one of the rare few at the upmost echelons of their 
professions. 

Still, for all his success, Luis still acknowledges the uncertainty that comes with continual industry 
change and the challenges of the digital age. “I think the course has given me the skills to deal far 
more effectively with uncertainty. I now have the confidence to look for the right answers. Perhaps 
what the course has ultimately given me is the right mentality—to be curious and comfortable with 
dealing with change.” 
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Luis touched on a couple of course highlights: “The visit to Silicon Valley, with a session at Goo-
gle and Facebook, was for me – starting my career in the age of traditional media – mind-blow-
ing!” As an advertising professional, Luis recognizes the challenge of reinvention – to fully assim-
ilate the digital age and adapt to revolutionary business models. Taking part in the “Curtain Up” 
sessions at the Berlin School of Creative Leadership were also particularly memorable. “These 
focused on personal traits applied to leadership, how to present oneself,” Luis explained. “They 
were almost like an acting class. I never had the training to become a great presenter, and I see 
many people in business with great ideas but who are terrible at selling them. Through these very 
intense and personal sessions (people sometimes even cried) dealing with our life stories, I was 
able to develop these skills.”

ALLIES EVERYWHERE
Through the Berlin School, Luis has been able to build close relationships with other students, and 
a business network that transcends age, culture and borders. “My network has become rejuvenat-
ed,” Luis said. “It’s a great feeling to now pick up the phone and connect with people all over the 
world.” These days his business trips often include lunch with his classmates. Occasionally his 
classmates visit and hold inspirational talks at Luis’ office. “We’re continually collaborating and 
helping each other out,” Luis said.

Luis discussed the challenges and opportunities facing today’s creative leaders. The current 
political climate and the rise of populism was a paramount issue. “I think we’re living in a time in 
which history repeats itself,” Luis explained. “Dictatorships, racism, some of those negative as-
pects of humanity are spread far more rapidly today. Evil, if you like, is contagious. If we don’t 
open our eyes, despite technology, humanity will not be able to progress through the type of stu-
pidity and vanity shown by some leaders.” 

Creative leaders today, Luis believes, are responsible for shining the light. “I think creativity is 
synonymous with optimism,” Luis explained. “And creative leaders have the responsibility to show 
the world the bright side. You see it in music, in film, in advertising – there is always the opportu-
nity to make people feel good. When this digital technology is channelled for the good, creative 
leaders can keep the world moving forward in a positive way.”

As a business leader, mentor and participant of The Berlin School of Creative Leadership, Luis 
 Miguel Messianu – like Don Quixote, who continues to captivate people’s hearts and minds – is 
bound to continue to shine that positive light for a long time to come. 
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had been doing it 
since she was 25 
years old, but the 
successful, 



69

BERLIN SCHOOL OF CREATIVE LEADERSHIP

SERA MILLER
Chief Executive Officer 
Material Communications Group – London, U.K. 
Class 11



70

FROM: CREATIVES TO: LEADERS

self-taught Sera Miller realized that she was missing something; an extensive and diverse peer 
group. Sera co-founded the highly successful Material Communications Group in 2003, initially 
heading up their Glasgow office and now leading the charge for the business in London. “No-
body taught me how to do any of it, I just sort of did it,” she says. “I literally bought Accounting 
for Dummies at one point!” With a perpetual energy and infectious passion, Sera is comfortable 
as a leader. She’s a far cry from your archetypal tough talking, power hungry boss. “So much of 
my leadership style is helping everyone else to develop,” explains Sera, “whether that’s helping 
our clients to be braver, or bringing new people on to our team.” 

Sera’s gestation as a leader seems to have grown organically from the bottom up; she nurtured 
the young company around her, expanding it into the renowned agency, boasting many big-
name clients, it is today. Founding the business a decade and a half ago was one of those real 
leaps into the unknown and, as Sera herself suggests, a risk only her younger self ever could have 
made. “That startup mentality is a more common and accepted thing now, and we have so many 
examples of it succeeding,” she says. “The infrastructure, however, just didn’t exist back then.” 

GAINING PERSPECTIVE
Never having followed a traditional career path, Sera decided it was time for an MBA. “One of 
the things I didn’t have was that international perspective,” she says, “so I felt I needed the chal-
lenge.” Lloyds – one of Material’s clients – was a top-tier sponsor of the 2012 Summer Olympics 
in London, so Sera had to defer her MBA to help carry the proverbial torch through an exception-
al year for her company. By the end of the year, though, she was on her way to the Berlin School 
to finally get formally educated as a leader. Sometimes it’s what you learn about yourself that 
ends up counting the most. Self-discovery is invaluable. 

“I had thought I was really brilliant with people,” says Sera, “but I realized that my perspective 
was more about thinking how can I persuade people to think as I’m thinking. It was a revelation, 
and until somebody gives you that framework, it’s actually quite difficult to change.” 

Memorable lessons from the likes of David Slocum teased out knowledge from the students 
themselves, and realigned how they thought about leadership. “At the Berlin School, you’re in an 
environment where your creativity is just as important as your leadership,” says Sera. “I’ve looked 
at MBAs before and thought to myself, “I’m just going to have to pretend to be somebody else the 
whole time at this course! Whereas at the Berlin School, it’s really okay to be yourself, and to put 
your creativity first.”

Encouraged to reflect and value creative management – not to mention being thrust into chal-
lenging group tasks with a lot of alpha characters – Sera attributes the Berlin School with widen-
ing her ability to be a leader who listens. “In one-to-ones with senior team members – just doing 
regular stuff – I felt myself about to jump in,” says Sera, “and I can remember thinking no, don’t 
do that! Listen! Don’t expect others to adapt to you – try to adapt to others.”

FINDING A FRAMEWORK
Inspiration can strike like lightening, or it can be found by learning from others. For Sera it came in 
the form of Dave Brailsford, the man who turned the British cycling team into one of the best in the 
world. “When he began leading the British cycling team, he started with what he calls the ‘aggre-
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gation of marginal gains’,” explains Sera. In essence, Brailsford sought to make minor improve-
ments across the board rather than focus on key weaknesses or strengths. Sera continues: “There’s 
this amazing story about how he started getting the British cycling team to start bringing their own 
pillows traveling around with them, and he noticed a significant uplift to their performance!” 

Inspired by Brailsford’s methodical approach to leading his team, Sera struck upon the unlikely 
metaphor of the Trimūrti from Hinduism as a management tool. In the Hindu Trimūrti, the Supreme 
Being is personified as split into Brahma “the creator”, Vishnu “the preserver”, and Shiva “the 
destroyer”. Reflecting on the Trimūrti as representing three differing approaches to innovative 
leadership, Sera developed a framework and made it the subject of her MBA thesis, later return-
ing to the school to teach about innovation using this concept. “You learn so much, you have to 
find a personal way of translating it or else it just becomes notes in a book,” she says. “Vishnu, 
Shiva and Brahma are just my way of being able to understand what it means to be a leader, and 
the fact you have to be all three – that you can’t just pick one.”

UNLOCKING TRANSFORMATION
Every graduate of the Berlin School must sign one of the walls in the main lecture theatre. The 
opposite wall is filled with the signatures of guest lecturers and staff from over the years – “a wall 
with all your heroes names on it,” Sera says, clearly delighted. “There are not many people 
who’ve signed both walls,” she adds. “I’m pretty proud of that!” Having accrued the high-flying 
international peer group she’d always wanted, Sera is wiser than ever as to how her leadership 
role can be utilized to keep her team imaginative and motivated. As she sees it, it’s the creative 
in creative leadership that transforms agencies like Material into a success. “Creativity is under-
valued in boardrooms,” says Sera. “It’s never a skill you see on a CEO’s job description, but ac-
tually your creativity is the thing that will unlock business transformation for you.” 
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in the heart of the 
Middle East, in 
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Lebanon, that life-defining moment for Bechara Mouzannar happened right in the midst of the 
Lebanese civil war. “There were trucks of refugees flooding the streets of Beirut. My family and I 
were witness to the beginning protests and the ensuing violence. Those were the last days of my 
innocent adolescence,” said Mouzannar. Before his eyes, his country was transformed and shak-
en from its peaceful existence. 

“Lebanon before the war was the jewel of the Middle East. And then it became subject to such 
ruthful destruction,” he said. “We lost our house. It was burned down in the chaos. My family had 
to find refuge in a Christian part of the town. After this, I felt like it was time to go.”

Having learned French throughout most of his school years, Bechara naturally emigrated to 
France to continue his studies and live a more peaceful life.

THE VALUE OF DIFFERENCE
“I was in Paris, so far departed from the life I knew. Thankfully, I spoke French well enough that I 
was able to adapt. But all immigration is difficult. And integration is an ongoing process that 
seems without end,” he said. 

Being young, at a point in his life where everything still seemed possible, helped him adapt. He 
became passionate about languages and storytelling and with his own story to tell, he was drawn 
to projects, ideas and artists of the same ilk.

“I became fascinated by the stories of everyone in the world, by theatre and writing. I was at-
tracted to the notion that people can be so similar and different in many different ways. I wanted 
to be able to not only tell stories to people, but allow people to engage with those stories.”

He studied marketing at HEC Paris and landed a job at a financial institution. Later, he was 
hired at the agency Publicis Conseil, giving him the opportunity to begin making films and com-
mercials, matching his passion for storytelling with the craft of filmmaking. “Advertising is always 
saying good things about a brand. Communication is about engaging people with a brand’s 
content and getting them inspired by the product. And for that, we need to be inspired by peo-
ple’s daily lives,” Bechara noted.

GROWING PERSPECTIVE
Being surrounded by European culture and decadence both excited and challenged him, and he 
felt comfortable with his situation. But Bechara was yearning to bring this spirit and creativity 
home, to make a difference in Lebanon.

He moved back, ignited his network of contacts, and was offered a position at Leo Burnett, one of 
the top global marketing agencies. He steadily rose up at the company and began larger and larger 
campaigns for products and causes across the Middle East. For his efforts, the agency won the first 
ever Lion prizes in Cannes for a Lebanese agency in 2009 – that brought him to the attention of the 
top agencies in the world. It was in Chicago, at the headquarters of Leo Burnett, that he met Mi-
chael Conrad, president of the Berlin Creative School. Michael proposed to Bechara the oppor-
tunity to study in Berlin and expand his craft to the next level.

“Do you want to be the first in your village, or the top agency in Lebanon and all the Middle 
East?” he remembers Michael asking him. 
“This question really marked me and motivated me. I knew I had to go,” he said. “The connec-
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tions are important. That was the second reason to go. The first was the advantage.” It was here 
that he learned not just about channeling his creativity and passion for storytelling, but also about 
entrepreneurship and exchange. He learned about making a business out of his passion and es-
tablishing a base to make a real impact in the world of marketing and communication.

HARVESTING THE POSITIVE FROM THE NEGATIVE
“I don’t like the word consumer. Or client. We’re people that are drawn to products are services 
because of our own desires and preferences. That’s what I was able to learn in Berlin,” he said. 
But he’s also reflective on the great trauma that shook his youth and what it means for him today.

“What happens, happens, and we have to make decisions. The war changed my life. It pushed 
me to break outside of my shell. It’s interesting to see how from a negative, we can get something 
so positive. And that inspired me so much in life.”

“That said, if I would have stayed in this country, I wouldn’t have been able to create the career 
that I have. And I know that,” he said. It came to a head in the heat of the 2006 Hezbollah war, 
which forced him to move his family to Dubai to keep them safe. Once more on the run from vio-
lence, he continued his marketing work and never lost hope in the country that formed him. He 
carried on and returned once the war stopped.

The courage of the people in Lebanon continued to inspire Bechara and mark his path. That’s 
what makes Bechara so passionate about his work today. He’s seeing a huge cultural revival all 
over Lebanon, spawning cultural programs, concerts, films, and expositions that are inspiring 
ordinary people to make more of an interest in local life. He’s gone back to filmmaking, now di-
recting a full-length feature in Brazil later this year. He’s continued to win prizes and make his 
impact known. In 2011, he was promoted as the Chief Creative Officer of Leo Burnett for the 
entire Middle East and North Africa.

“It was Berlin that taught me to cross the line, and that there was always a question of courage 
that one needed to have. Not a conscience. It was the courage to do things differently,” he said. 
“Leadership is a courage that will face many obstacles. This courage creates waves within an 
agency and even more on the people around it. Once the inspiration takes root, we can make a 
difference. Everything can be done differently. The more we try to change the world, the more it 
can become a reality.”  
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Japan’s largest advertising and communications agency Dentsu as a creative adviser.
“When I joined it four decades ago,” says Yukio brightly, “I didn’t know anything about the 

advertising industry!” He studied biophysics at Kyoto University, but in the eyes of Dentsu’s board 
of directors the young Yukio wasn’t so much a fish out of water as he was a prize catch. “It was 
very rare for them to have somebody who’d studied biophysics join their agency,” he explains. 
“They wanted to pick up something different from me.” 

The path Yukio took through his own career – one of constant education and development – 
reflected much of the rapid modernization that swept through Japan during the second half of the 
20th century. Initially starting out in radio advertising, Yukio moved into the (then still young) 
medium of Japanese TV advertising. Four decades on and more enthusiastic than ever, Yukio 
advises on digital media strategies, and even at this stage in his career has begun learning how 
to code. 

“WHEN I WAS SILENT, I WAS NOTHING”
Dentsu is not your normal advertising agency. Think communications giant. The company current-
ly boasts over 3,000 clients, and maintains a close relationship with the Japanese government. 
Notably this included assisting the successful bid for the Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics coming 
in 2020. “We are part of big society,” says Yukio, although he is also the first to admit this estab-
lishment role could also be a weakness. “In advertising, rebellion is always important – but then 
we work so closely with the government that sometimes we have to be a bit conservative.” 

This appreciation for subversion is one of the key lessons Yukio learned during his time at the 
Berlin School of Creative Leadership. Having spoken about the school with Berlin School Presi-
dent Michael Conrad before it had even been established, Yukio was eager to get involved as 
soon as Michael’s visions came to life. Signing up as one of the Berlin School’s first participants 
was both an easy decision and a timely one. Yukio had just been transferred from his position at 
the 6,000-employee-strong Dentsu Tokyo headquarters, to join the much smaller 250-person team 
at Frontage, a burgeoning joint venture between Sony and Dentsu. 

“My role was to do an experiment in the mid-sized agency, and report back about how we can 
adapt the culture of a big company like Dentsu to the digital age.” For the first time Yukio would be 
directly responsible for a team of over 100 people. This role, if nothing else, requires a strong will and 
bulletproof confidence. “As a Japanese and as part of my personality, I was sometimes too humble to 
lead large groups,” says a smiling Yukio, “and I don’t want to behave in this other style, it’s not my 
personality!” This modest Japanese business culture is part of his very DNA when it comes to creative 
leadership. “In Japan,” as he puts it, “the younger guys very seldom disagree with the senior guys …
In the Berlin School I learned that when I went silent, I was nothing.” Yukio’s classmates insisted on 
asking him, “Yukio, what’s your opinion? What do you think?” Eventually he became comfortable 
speaking out and his newfound buoyancy stuck and became central to his open and approachable 
leadership style. “When I lead small teams now, I want them to disagree with me. I challenge the 
younger guys to do it. If they get used to those rules, then they start to speak up.” 

INSIDE-OUT NETWORKING
The chance to work with a group as diverse as the class at the Berlin School also presented Yukio 
with many new approaches to creative leadership. “I love talking to people from different cultures 
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and countries,” begins Yukio. “It’s not just about learning from the modern theories in the U.S. or 
in the U.K. only – it’s about mixing with the African way of thinking, or the Arabian way of think-
ing. All material can be useful.”

Yukio would agree, the Berlin School gives you an international network. The opportunities to 
collaborate on new business together were almost immediate. During his time at Frontage, Yukio 
was part of a team competing on a global marketing pitch with BMW. A friend from the Berlin 
School introduced Yukio to a copy writer and art director in Germany. The two worked so well 
together they won many accounts and BMW’s interest was piqued. What began as a relatively 
modest venture wound up winning them a campaign with a global luxury automaker. “Without 
the collaboration with my classmates from the Berlin School I just don’t think it could have hap-
pened,” states Yukio.

So what can one do at the Berlin School that you can’t do anywhere else? A warm grin crosses 
over Yukio’s face and he replies without hesitation: “Discover yourself. The world is becoming 
smaller and smaller, but there is a universe inside yourself. A space you can explore through 
learning. It’s like getting a new flashlight, you can see things you didn’t see before.”

Yukio came away from the Berlin School well equipped and with a new lease on life as a cre-
ative leader. Untapped wells of confidence overflowed, as did an appreciation for actively en-
couraging subordinates to contribute. Now Yukio always seeks to create safe environments for his 
employees to express their opinions and ideas. 

“In their early 50s, lots of other people say they can’t make any more progress or explore 
something new in themselves, but in my early 50s I had a lot more to explore. My dream now is 
to work until I’m 80.” 
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Peruvians emotionally with the bank. Luciana ultimately rose to a leading role as marketing manager at 
BBVA Continental in Peru, and decided to study at the Berlin School of Creative Leadership in 2010. The 
decision was one of the most difficult Luciana had ever faced in her life. “I remember my husband ask-
ing me, ‘Why do you need more? You’re successful.’” However, the opportunity to study at the Berlin 
School was too good for Luciana to pass up. She wanted to meet these “people who think the same as 
me”, to find these ”X-Men“ as she describes them; the people who have “special powers” in the world. 

It’s impossible to ignore Luciana’s sheer drive, passion and determination. This sheer drive has always 
helped her to succeed, even amongst the cream of the crop during her tenure at the Berlin School. She 
recalls hearing about the school’s Michael Conrad Outstanding Thesis Award during her very first class 
with the Berlin School founder. “In that moment I looked at all my peers and said to myself, ‘I’m going to 
win that award!’ I really want to prove to myself that I can do it – me, a Peruvian girl.”

GIVING VOICE TO THE VOICELESS
In addition to working in management positions at BBVA, Luciana has always maintained an impressive 
range of activities throughout her career. She served as professor of strategic planning at the Instituto 
Peruano de Publicidad, once worked as a screenwriter for documentaries, wrote a regular column in 
Gestión (one of Peru’s most important daily newspapers), not to mention authoring several books. Ulti-
mately, Luciana did indeed win the Outstanding Thesis Award in 2011 for her Berlin School thesis, 
Ménage à Trois. The work lay the foundation for what would become Luciana’s first book, Trío: El Trián-
gulo Amoroso de las Marcas (Trio: The Love Triangle of Brands), followed up by Terapia de Pareja 
(Couple Therapy) in 2016. “I believe the relationship between brands and audiences and the relation-
ship between a couple is the same,” she explains. “You need to be creative to sustain a couple. You 
have to feed the passion, and feed the interest between them in order to not cheat.” 

The lessons learned creating both Trío and Terapia de Pareja in turn influenced how Luciana sought 
to connect BBVA Continental with its customers, the people of Peru. One of Luciana’s most successful 
branding campaigns saw her set up a stadium concert for Peru’s most beloved rock star, Pedro Suárez-
Vértiz. The catch? Due to a neuromuscular disease, Suárez-Vértiz had lost his voice. “My obsession is 
always trying to find objects, people and causes that my audience can relate to,” says Luciana. “I knew 
that he had a lot of human connection with my audience, and, of course, if he couldn’t sing then we had 
to be his voice.”

For the concert, 800 microphones were placed around the stadium and lyrics were projected behind 
the band, allowing the audience sing along and bring Suárez-Vértiz’s songs to life for him. The concert 
completely sold out with 40,000 in attendance, and the event reached the biggest possible audience on 
Peruvian Twitter. What’s more, a petition in support of the concert garnered some 1.9 million email ad-
dresses for the campaign. Luciana later kept the spirit of this campaign alive by starting a radio station 
at BBVA Continental that focuses only on Peruvian music. The station gives a voice to local musicians – 
and deeply connects with Luciana’s audience in the process. 

WHY GOOD IS BAD
“The Berlin School is a dream come true for every creative person,” states Luciana. “It opened the 
doors for me to think globally.” One of the finest things the Berlin School has to offer is a chance 
to learn alongside a truly diverse mix of peers. Luciana recalls working alongside students from 
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Kenya, the United Arab Emirates and Brazil. “We were so different, but at the same time we were 
so alike; passion was the main ingredient for everyone.” In addition to her fellow students, the 
Berlin School’s peerless staff continue to inspire Luciana through to this day. “I remember a mas-
terclass with Sir John Hegarty about why good is bad. For me it was one of the best lessons I ever 
received. Many of the problems you can see in our industry are the result of thinking that good is 
OK. He has this point that extraordinary is the goal, and that good is bad. That’s now like my 
dogma in everything I do. Sometimes it’s an obsession for me, looking for the extraordinary.” 

Six months agos Luciana started a new position as manager for strategy and content at Latina 
(formerly Frecuencia Latina), one of Peru’s largest television networks. “My past life was manag-
ing a brand, and there’s a lot of difference between that and building strategies and content for 
media.” Michael Conrad was in fact one of the first people Luciana called to discuss changing 
positions. He was supportive, suggesting she “follow her leadership” into this new and exciting 
space. “In Peru, as in lots of countries, television is suffering a lot. You have to produce, not just 
good content but great content. Extraordinary content!”

A REVOLUTION EVERY DAY
When it comes to the opportunities ahead for her industry in Peru, Luciana is as optimistic and as 
driven as ever. “Right now we’re not recognized or well known for our creative industries, but we 
have a lot of talent here.” The country remains in many ways a young marketplace, and Peruvi-
ans an aptly fresh audience, as yet unfamiliar with modern marketing techniques. 

As one of the leading lights in the country’s burgeoning marketing and content industry, it’s 
comforting to know Luciana doesn’t take this responsibility lightly. “Our industry has a lot of evil 
inside it, and it can be complicated to be in an environment where everybody thinks that they 
know everything. The Berlin School helped me realize how important it is to be both humble and 
self-confident.”

“Everyday you have the opportunity to do either a small or a big revolution – not just for your 
brand and not just for you. You can do it for the world,” says Luciana. “You can make a revolution 
every day.” 
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Saneel Radia had 
spent a lot of time 
shifting back and 
forth between 
right-brain and 
 left-brain jobs, 
 never quite certain 
which side took 
the stronger lead. 
So when 
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he came across the Berlin School of Creative Leadership, a program described as “a creatively 
minded academic organization that still had the rigor of a German school,” he jumped at the 
chance to reconcile this conflict once and for all.

It was there that he learned it wasn’t so much an issue of right-brain or left-brain dominance as 
it was of communication between the two. Learn their languages. The interpreter is the one with 
the power. “The Berlin School helped me to understand how to combine right- and left-brain think-
ing in a way in which I could actually benefit from both versus compromise one for the other,” 
Saneel explained.

THE ULTIMATE WORKSPACE
With this new understanding close at hand, Saneel set out to find companies that appreciated this 
approach to thinking. It wasn’t long before he found a natural fit in the world-class digital adver-
tising agency R/GA, where he has been the global head of Business Transformation since the 
beginning of 2016. 

While Saneel began putting into practice the benefits of a united left and right brain, R/GA had 
already developed its New York headquarters into a groundbreaking space that successfully blends 
the digital world with the physical, an undertaking that inspired a documentary called Workplace.

R/GA is an innovative workspace. Stark white interiors combined with utilitarian scale and ef-
ficiency bring to mind a modern new world airport. 

The sleek, shiny, high-tech design aesthetic is what gives it an edge. R/GA’s own physical 
metamorphosis serves as a model for the services it offers, one of which is called the Connected 
Spaces practice, which allows clients to similarly  tackle the challenge of designing spaces that 
merge technology with architecture.

CONSULTANTS THAT MAKE 
Saneel has his own approach to their consulting services, which is built on the idea that “the best 
consultants make things” – not just talk about them. 

“When we give strategies, it isn’t just, ‘Here’s what we think you should do academically,’ it’s 
‘Let’s build this mobile experience for you, let us show you the role of technology. We can bring 
all those things to life, it’s actionable, tangible, output focused consulting, and all the outputs are 
real, physical things you can touch and play with and see and say ‘go’.”

No trailblazer is complete without – in Saneel’s case – his black hoodie-clad team. It’s the inter-
action with and impact he’s had on his co-workers throughout all of his jobs that formed his thesis 
at the Berlin School. The paper was based on the idea that quantitative analysts and creatives, 
who traditionally have separate and distinct duties in an ad agency, now have to give way to the 
notion that teams need to be designed according to new metrics that are not based on such de-
marcated categories. 

As Saneel and his colleagues move through the inspired space, wearing black hoodies and 
sneakers, one can’t help but think of the suit clad consultants over at internationally renowned glob-
al consultancy firms such as BCG and McKinsey, and wonder, so who’s going to win this race?

As a testament to his trailblazing methods, at 37, Saneel was named one of the Young Influen-
tials of 2016 by Adweek magazine, where he was quoted as saying, “The opportunity that got 
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me here … is the idea that a place like R/GA is actually more uniquely qualified to serve as a 
consultant than a traditional management consultant.” Indeed, his self-ascribed ambition was to 
“disrupt the consulting industry.”

NICE GUYS FINISH FIRST
After completing the Berlin School, Saneel went on to apply this concept to work, primarily in an 
area called “engagement planning”, which deals with creative strategy for digital media environ-
ments. After running this department at Bartle Bogle Hegarty, a well-regarded British ad agency, 
Saneel’s innovative approach had dramatic results. All the people that worked under him went on 
to head similar departments across the industry, a fact that he attributes to the ideas he shaped 
regarding team design at the Berlin School.

Saneel strongly believes that the best reflection of a successful leader is how well the people be-
low him do. That’s why he’s most proud of the fact that “the people who have worked for me have 
gone on to do amazing things – my resume would be that, really, that’s the work I care about.”

This idea of paying it forward is what inspired Saneel the most during his time at the Berlin 
School, from which he cites Michael Conrad as his biggest influence. Michael’s approach was to 
enable others, not by imposing his own perspective on them, but, rather, by understanding the 
other’s worldview and then finding a point that enlightens both parties. 

According to Saneel, the worst thing that ever happened to technology leaders was “the 
 deification of Steve Jobs – who turned out to be an asshole.” Saneel is convinced that such an 
attitude is counterproductive and completely unjustified. “My attitude in leadership is the opposite 
of that, my goal as a leader is to say ‘yes’ as many times in the day as I can.”

And because Saneel is a man who makes things, and doesn’t just talk the talk, he runs a paral-
lel project, Greatest Good – a nonprofit platform that allows leaders across the world to donate 
their time to charities. What better way to embody all of his principles – kindness, generosity and 
understanding – in one place. 
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For Eliza  Rogalski,  
it was always about  
the desire to tell  
stories to the world. 
She  began as a  
business  journalist  
in  Bucharest.  
Her job 
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was to profile companies, interview top leaders, and relate the stories of businesses to readers 
who longed for insight into and advantages in the market. It was here that her passion for story-
telling developed. “Companies are Greek heroes. They’re vulnerable, they have things to hide, 
and they have powerful stories. I wanted to be inside a company to understand how those stories 
are told,” she said. It was in the year 2000 that she took the plunge: a copy writing job at a large 
German marketing firm in Romania.

Today, all these years later, Eliza co-owns the largest independent PR firm in Romania, Rogalski 
Damaschin Public Relations, one of the most profitable in the country.

“I always liked to know people, to get to know people, and communicate with them,” said Eliza. 
“But telling a good story is not always easy. In the current media landscape, it’s very difficult to get 
people’s attention. Everything is different now.” Prompted by a desire to stand out, she applied to the 
Berlin School and was accepted in 2008. Before, she had only studied communications in Bucharest. 
Now, she was exposed to talented professors and practitioners from all over the world. 

GETTING AN EDGE ON THE MARKET
“Even as a graduate from years ago, I still hear the words of my professors: Focus on understand-
ing the complexities of the world. Bring the complexity into your organizations. Integrate it into 
your organization. Once you get this complexity, make sure you have structures that can host that 
change. Processes that change,” she said.

“When I graduated in 2009, it was right in the middle of this huge revolution in marketing and 
advertising,” she said. Eliza was inspired by the fast shift to smartphones, the ever-blossoming digital 
revolution, and the perfect opportunity for companies to tell their stories to customers. “We were able 
to see those trends coming and anticipate that complexity. We were prepared,” she said.

Once she finished her degree, she went back to the Tempo Creative Group where she previously 
ran the public relations department. She rose through the ranks and was quickly promoted, landing 
her the position of CEO of the multimillion-euro company, one of the largest PR consortiums in Ro-
mania. 

It was rewarding and exciting, but Eliza couldn’t stand to just work at a firm owned by someone 
else. She needed to beat the boys in the room and make an impact on her own. That’s when she 
and her business partner Alina Damaschin took the risk of making their agency independent, buy-
ing the shares necessary to become owners and managers of their own company. She was hopeful 
and excited about the future. Now, she was a full-on entrepreneur who would have to prove herself 
through her management as much as her style.

“After graduation, I needed a year or two to step back and order everything in my mind. The 
amount of information, case studies, and more. Once we were looking to go independent, I went 
back to my notes from school and revisited everything I had learned. It was still amazingly valuable to 
me, and really allowed me to get an edge on the market,” she said. “When we took over the agency, 
we started because we had clients, people who wanted to follow us.  Then, we wanted to be clear 
what kind of projects and ideals we held and would inspire us moving forward.”

THE MISSION OF HER GENERATION
Her time at the Berlin School with classmates solidified her mission to tell the stories not only of 
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successful companies reaching out to customers, but also about causes and social movements that 
spoke to something deeper. She was passionate about an ethical approach to marketing, sharing 
positive stories about companies and organizations making a difference.She mounted a campaign 
for Amnesty International, bringing awareness to the plight of the evicted Roma population. They 
used provocative street demonstrations and billboards to highlight the injustices against the minority 
community. She organized a video campaign on immunization for children, an important cause 
considering more than a third of Romanian children die from pneumococcal disease.

She has become prominent in Romania for her campaigns with nongovernmental organizations 
and human rights groups alongside those of major banks, hospitals and multinational companies. Her 
company doesn’t take clients whom they consider harmful, and they have a keen sense of awareness 
about their role in influencing society. “We remember the hardship of our childhood and our parents. 
Now it is a free world. We are going to take care of this world. My generation, we are the guardians 
of these rights,” she said. This became clear during the recent anti-corruption protests, which swept 
across Romania in January 2017, pressuring state officials to begin reforms. Eliza sees it as an opti-
mistic time for her generation, millennials of the future, and the companies of today.

THE MILLENNIAL ADVANTAGE
“Revolution is an opportunity for brands. We pushed our clients to help the movement in Romania 
that was building up. People could no longer trust the government and the parties, and the jour-
nalists were no longer telling the truth. Brands had a key role in offering a counter message,” she 
said. Millennials were a huge part of that. Not only will they drive the change that is necessary, 
but they will provide the creativity that is needed in every strata of life. “If you want to stay cre-
ative in this world, you have to hire millennials. Along with that, you need to be able to crystallize 
your mission, vision, purpose, and shape your work so that it helps not only clients but also soci-
ety at large. Our generation safeguarded our rights, but millennials will save humanity.”

The young people in Romania were the majority of those who were out in the streets demand-
ing a change. 

Now, as one of the top PR executives in Eastern Europe, Eliza has a mission to continue telling 
the stories of the top brands and causes, but also passing the torch to the next generation. “First 
and foremost, my advice would be that practice is incredibly important. Having practical experi-
ence is what is necessary. Take responsibility. Reflect before going and taking a job without expe-
rience. You have to be aware and it is your responsibility,” she said. And the value of education 
cannot be overstated.”

Eliza believes, “Even if it seems that everything is there on Google, it’s not. Good schools and 
good teachers are not on Google. They’re at universities. They’re at the Berlin School of Creative 
Leadership.” 
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old. “My dad was an art director, so after he passed away when I was 10 it became my dream,” 
says Luiz. “To be an adman – that was something I didn’t want to do only as a regular job, but it 
was my passion.” Today, Luiz is one of the most awarded creative directors in the world, with 
over 145 Cannes Lions to date.

THE REALITY MAKER 
Luiz’s career began at another São Paulo agency, DM9DDB, back in 1992. Squeezed out due to 
corporate restructuring, Luiz saw this as an opportunity, and tried to get his foot in the door to 
work with his advertising idol: long-serving AlmapBBDO creative director, Marcello Serpa.

“He was the art director I’d always studied,” Luiz says. “Instead of having comic books to read 
as a kid, I’d always had his advertisements!” Recognizing something in the young Luiz, Marcello 
Serpa invited him to come and join AlmapBBDO, a dream come true for Luiz. This prompted 
DM9DDB to get back in touch to try and re-hire Luiz. “I said DM9 is a great agency, but my 
dream is to work with Marcello.” Marcello quickly took Luiz under his wing. “Marcello could see 
I was a guy with a knife between his teeth and a sparkle in his eyes,” says Luiz. Although Luiz 
was only in his 20s, Marcello assured him that one day he’d be running the agency. By the time 
he was promoted to a creative director position in the early 2000s, Luiz had already amassed 
some 17 Cannes Lion awards.

After hearing about a new project by his friend in Germany, Michael Conrad, Marcello had a 
proposal for Luiz. “Michael’s opening a new business school, the Berlin School of Creative Leader-
ship,” Marcello said, “I think it’s the right place to send you, Luiz, because you’re great at creative and 
you’re becoming a great creative director, but you’re not ready to run the business yet – and I need to 
prepare you.” This unexpected turn took Luiz to Berlin for the first ever Berlin School class. “It was 
beyond my expectations,” Luiz explains, “I thought I’d learn about financials and things not often re-
quired in my day-to-day job to know, but when I got there I realized it’s not about becoming the CFO 
of a company – it’s about turning ideas into realities.” 

THE LOCAL AGE
At the time, digital business was growing with massive momentum, and as Luiz puts it, “every-
thing was going global.” Michael Conrad, however, told Luiz, “we’re not in a phase of going 
global, but rather in one of being local.” It instantly resonated with him, particularly in light of 
one of his key clients, Brazilian footwear giant Havaianas. “We’d built this reputation to the point 
that we could charge €70 for something that cost €1 or €2 to produce. Every time people put 
their feet in Havaianas, they’re putting their feet in Brazil.” It’s a story that lies at the core of Luiz’s 
campaigns to this day. One recent Havaianas video campaign features a dancing couple leap-
ing from shoe to shoe on a balcony in Rio, plunging their feet into proverbial Brazilian soil with 
every step. “Becoming local,” says Luiz, “is a quality we can spread around.”

Not long after returning from the Berlin School, structural changes at the company left Sanches 
AlmapBBDO’s sole creative director in São Paulo. “Marcello told me I could pick a codirector,” 
explains Luiz, “but I said no – I can do this by myself.” Assured he’d been “betting on the right 
horse,” Marcello made Luiz a partner.

Luiz found himself facing a new, tougher than ever landscape, having to pitch for the first time to 
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retain AlmapBBDO’s decades old Volkswagen account – in fact the agency’s very existence in Brazil 
had come about specifically for the VW account. More than anything else, it was the Berlin School 
that prepared Luiz for the pitch. “I learned how to step out of a situation and see more clearly,” he 
recounts. Seeking to create a totally different atmosphere for the pitch, they dressed an entire floor at 
their São Paulo office as a museum dedicated to their portfolio. Needless to say, they won the pitch.

“I’d wanted to make my name by creating something memorable,” says Luiz, “but by the time I 
was in charge it was about making something shareable.” Luiz’s current campaigns reflect an up-to-
date approach, consistently shareable in their very nature. A campaign for stock photo company 
Getty Images strikingly compiled images of famous faces, such as the pope or Prince Charles, 
pieced together using snippets from throughout the vast Getty library, using it as “a sort of Lego.”

Another campaign, for Hewlett-Packard, sought to present a use for printing in the digital age, 
and craft a shareable video in the process. Brazil’s population of some 13 million illiterate people 
means “there are a lot of stories getting lost,” says Luiz. Their campaign created an app turning 
speech directly into printed words in real time, encouraged illiterate Brazilians to tell their stories, 
creating well laid out books instantly in a video documentation.

THE BATTLE FOR RELEVANCE
“At the end of the day it’s a business, but we don’t have to treat it like a business. It can be some-
thing you can have fun with,” he explains. “It’s not an average job. It’s something that produces a 
lot of emotions.” The battle for relevance in the digital age wages on across all industries, but a 
creative director like Luiz has the upper hand, both experienced and young, and well aware that 
advertising isn’t so much a commodity as “the business of inspiring people,” as he puts it. “The 
Berlin School helps you develop the persona and characteristics for you to inspire people.” 
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was a great idea at the 
time, and was  especially 
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drawn to the “friends” aspect. It wasn’t until he went to the Berlin School of Creative Leadership that 
he realized that it was exactly the “friends” that were the problem for him there. In fact, it turned out 
to be the reason that he ultimately left the company to put himself into what he referred to as “more 
uncomfortable situations.”

Uncomfortable situations forced him to explore the very things he tended to avoid. “I had al-
ways tried to maneuver around professional conflicts but this is exactly where the school pushed 
me hard and I learned that conflict can actually take you further.” 

WHAT’S YOUR TYPE?
Dissatisfaction. Vision. Integration. These are the three key personalities (according to the DVI 
model) required for a successful organization. While at the Berlin School Matthias participated in 
a module that took place at Kellogg School of Management in Chicago, and used the Ameri- 
can civil rights movement as an example of the DVI model. Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Thurgood Marshall, respectively fit the profiles of the three personality types.

The theory suggests aligning yourself with personality types that are different from your own. Real-
izing that he was an integrator with some aspects of a visionary, Matthias began seeking out positions 
with “dissatisfied” types. Previously he worked with types similar to his and the results were not always 
fruitful. This motivated him to eventually seek out a position at Antoni, a newly formed agency that 
“was handed the European Mercedes-Benz advertising budget on a silver platter.” 

At Antoni, he worked with André Kemper. “He is perhaps the most dissatisfied, even aggressive, 
guy I know,” Matthias said. Having to work alongside Kemper and build up the agency from 
scratch within three months turned out to be just the leadership challenge Matthias was looking for. 

“I had a look at the organigram of the agency recently and I had to smile. There’s me and all 
these badass, quality-driven, dissatisfied creative directors, which is exactly the energy I need 
and it turns out that I’m the right person to balance this out. The setup is perfect.”

For Matthias, the Berlin School was all about discovering his “personal ‘me’” as he called it, in 
order to identify his “professional ‘me’.” Having already earned a degree in communication sci-
ence at the Berlin University of the Arts, creativity was not his priority when choosing the Berlin 
School. He was eager to learn where he best fit in within the creative industry business. 

“The Berlin School is not about making creatives more creative. I think what they really try to do 
is bring theories or topics from business schools to creatives in a form that creatives are able to 
digest. You get to go to different cities worldwide and encounter interesting companies or people 
working on interesting stuff and, you just suck it all in and someday, it will pop up again in the 
form of an idea,” he said.

SIMPLE LESSONS
While the Chicago module offered him insight into leadership styles, it was in New York City 
where he experienced the simple but life-changing revelation of who he really was. This is where 
he met the legendary graphic designer Stefan Sagmeister, who gave him his take on success: Just 
find out what you’re good at and do it. 

The simplicity of it struck a chord with Matthias. “I just wanted to do what I was good at, which 
actually took me away a little bit from being a creative towards being more like a creative man-
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ager, building teams, attracting talent, this is actually where I’m happiest. Creatives – the dissat-
isfied guys – are better than me at being creative. This is what I learned from Sagmeister – do the 
thing you’re best at.”

It was often the most basic concepts that profoundly affected Matthias during his time at the 
Berlin School. From Michael Conrad, Matthias learned that the best way to deal with difficult cli-
ent meetings was simply to address problems directly. 

As Matthias put it, “If there’s an elephant in the room, the best thing to do is just talk about it. It 
sounds ridiculous, you never do that in business, I had never done it before, but the other party 
actually really appreciates it because then the friction suddenly disappears and you can go to the 
next level. This speeds up decisions.”

UP TO SPEED
In fact, any strategy for speeding up processes is not lost on Matthias, who believes that keeping 
up with the times has become the biggest challenge facing his industry. 

“We start working on car manufacturer campaigns 18 months before a car is launched. This 
just doesn’t reflect reality anymore. In this digital world, people want to connect with something 
that’s happening right now. We need to adapt and integrate new ways to operate, such as work-
ing on a day-to-day basis like newsroom or editorial teams. We are struggling to stay relevant,” 
Matthias said.

As an alumni of the first class of the Berlin School in 2006, Matthias was exposed to some 
pivotal moments in technological innovation that heightened his awareness of just how much the 
pace of change has accelerated. He recalled a module in Tokyo during which he was astounded 
by observing people staring at their mobile phones in the subway. 

“This device became the biggest creative driver a year later when they invented the iPhone,” he 
recalled. Asked to sum up his main insight into creative leadership, Matthias also kept it short and 
(relatively) sweet: “Get to know yourself, get to know your team, and deal with it.” 
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game as a change leader in 
order to carve out an edgier 
profile for BBDO’s branch in
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Germany. His strategy relies on forming creative alliances and finding innovative marketing solu-
tions that do not read like traditional advertising.

In 2008, Wolfgang received a scholarship from Jung von Matt to attend the then 2-year-old 
Berlin School. When asked how he benefited from the Berlin School, he said it was the process of 
finding answers to the self-directed questions. “What kind of leader are you? What are your as-
sets? What is your comfort zone? How do you lead and then again challenge yourself and try to 
be the best leader you can be?” There was also a strong focus placed on change management 
that really appealed to Wolfgang. “What really shaped me was the whole issue of leading 
change. What can you do from a managerial perspective?” He directly applied this conceptual, 
theoretical and practical knowledge to the mission of sharpening and chiseling out BBDO’s Ger-
man profile, taking it from a bureaucratic and not so inspiring agency to a highly sought-after 
player. Professor John Kotter, a worldwide management expert on change processes, introduced 
an eight-step theory that Wolfgang utilized. 

VISION, PRODUCT, PEOPLE AND PARTNERS
Six months after graduating from the Berlin School, Wolfgang was hired by BBDO in Germany. 
“BBDO is a worldwide company, very recognized and awarded. It was a huge agency, and in 
Germany, kind of bureaucratic but not so inspiring. It was hard to get great creative talent into the 
agency because it felt too corporate and less sexy than independent agencies like Jung von Matt. 
That was my main task.” Wolfgang knew this process of change would take time, he estimated 
four to six years, gaining accomplishments along the way. Changing BBDO into a creative brand 
agency meant he had to embrace the role of change agent. 

“The master plan was to start with the product, and then to focus on great advertising solu-
tions.” BBDO has a worldwide mantra “the work, the work, the work” although, Wolfgang ad-
mits, it was a bit neglected in Germany. According to Wolfgang, such a change is best imple-
mented by finding the right people. Wolfgang knew he needed to manage from the front lines 
and “go where the work is produced, thought and executed. Really go and help the people.” The 
everyday is as important as the long term. “Find action points in your daily way of working and 
try to get rid of all barriers that hinder great work.”

“After a couple of months people smelled the change in the air.” Hard work was still a neces-
sary part of the process before the mission of change was accomplished. Wolfgang says, “You 
never reach a point where that’s it, mission accomplished. It’s an ongoing fight for quality. The 
pursuit of perfectionism has to drive the team for quality. If you have this, everything else will fol-
low.” Wolfgang’s change leadership approach was very much related to the task at hand. 

Connecting BBDO’s dozens of different agencies was also a priority for Wolfgang. “It was very 
much about focusing on integrated, connected talent teams.”

INVITE AND ENGAGE
“No one is interested in advertising anymore, people are interested in things that are interesting 
and sometimes that is advertising.” Wolfgang sees his role in the industry as finding solutions that 
don’t look like classical advertising. “This is the greatest opportunity. Our playground is bigger, 
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our solutions are wider.” This vast opportunity lies no longer in old-school copy writers and art 
directors but in linking creative people from different fields, building alliances with, for example, 
gamers, painters and writers. Wolfgang explains, “The best advertising does not have to taste 
like advertising.” It operates more like a chameleon. An example of such an urban playground is 
BBDO’s campaign or, as Wolfgang calls it, “handwriting” for Smart cars that created a dancing 
red traffic light. How do you get people to wait out the red light rather than jaywalk? The solution 
came in the form of an interactive booth where passersby were able to animate the pedestrian 
traffic light character and make it dance. The project was designed to attract the young, urban 
target groups. “Some of our best advertising does not look like advertising, but more like a music 
video, for example.” This advertising strategy aims to invite and engage rather than invade or 
interrupt. Wolfgang believes strongly in the power of alliances. “The most astonishing solutions 
are when we leave our snail shell and really start cooperating with creative minds. Bringing that 
all together is a huge leadership task because you have to prepare your agency for this agility 
and flexibility. You have to manage openness.”

The world has changed. This is not questionable. In advertising the industry has gone from 
copy writers and creative directors to a huge business with a pool of creatives from many differ-
ent industries. “Our playground is bigger, our solutions are wider,” Wolfgang says. 

Advertising has been forced to adapt to the explosion of technology and to the change in the 
way people communicate and perceive advertising. Wolfgang is inspired by the change. “In a 
way, it’s the most exciting times, when you are in the business of ideas. Today our ideas have a 
much bigger magnitude. It’s very much about product driven communication solutions that don’t 
look like advertising.” Wolfgang solves these problems by “building alliances with gamers and 
painters and writers.” Technology has offered the opportunity to easily connect with people, to 
build teams and bring the best creative minds together. 
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Partner & Chief Creative Officer
Professor of the University of Applied Arts Vienna 
Scholz & Friends – Berlin, Germany
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Matthias’ offices in Vienna and 
Berlin have a round table. It 
is a symbol of collaborative 
working that puts the idea 
into the center. The founder 
of Scholz & Friends, Jürgen 
Scholz, established the 
round table as a symbol of 
nonhierarchical collaboration.
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One of the most  awarded 
creative talents in 
 Germany, Matthias 
Spaetgens never shopped 
around. Ever since he 
graduated design school in 
Munich 20 years ago he’s 
been working at the same 
agency Scholz & Friends 
in Berlin. “From then on 
my CV has been pretty 
boring,” 
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he concedes with a chuckle. Matthias is well dressed and soft spoken. He takes the time to formulate 
a thought before speaking and doesn’t hesitate to admit ignorance. 

Despite his unassuming appearance, he does not go unnoticed. He’s taken home over 15 
Cannes Lions and has won the GrandPrix Advertising Strategies six times. In 2014 his Berlin of-
fice at Scholz & Friends won the Red Dot Award: Agency of the Year. I found that information 
online. He would never have told me and that fits perfectly with his approach to the creative 
process: be humble. 

FROM ZOOM TO WIDE ANGLE
“Humility is one of my favorite words,” Matthias says sitting at the round table in his office at the 
University of Applied Arts in Vienna. From where he was born in the small city of Trier, Germany, 
to Munich where he went to university, to his first and final employer in Berlin, his perspective and 
curiosity have only grown. His world has of course grown much bigger than Germany, also 
through the Berlin School of Creative Leadership. 

He started out as a junior art director at Scholz & Friends. It was a glorified layout assistant job. 
“You sit at your computer, you make layouts, without thinking too much about it. The main thing is that 
it looks pretty,” Matthias explains, squinting as if he was going through the process right then and 
there. “Then you widen your scope; you think about the typography and the layout. Then you think 
about what the client actually wants.” He looks up. “That’s how the job evolves and all of a sudden 
you’re a manager and you ask yourself what the industry wants and what challenges are being posed 
to it by the economy and society.”  

Staying at the same company, longer even than some of the founders, he’s able to take on a long-
term scope that gives insight not only into finding his second vocation as a professor, but also made 
him value his experience at the Berlin School even more. A career goes from details into an overview, 
or “from zoom lens to a wide-angle,” as he puts it. 

One of the first things to inspire Matthias at the Berlin school was learning the simple fact that 
most companies in the creative industries are not led by creative heads. “Lawyers and accoun-
tants are leading them,” exclaims Matthias. “That’s pretty screwed up. Lots of the Final Guys are 
not creative at all, it’s not like at Apple.” He says bringing confidence into a leadership position 
in the creative industries is an ingenious idea. “I think the fruits of the Berlin School can only be 
harvested many years later. 

MANAGING BEING CREATIVE
Matthias sometimes fears that being a boss overwhelms his passion for artistic appreciation. “For 
instance, one’s love of typography, photography, it has to be cared for. You have to stay curious 
and always know your stuff.” That’s the edge he fears losing under the weight of his management 
obligations. But he says you also gain so much from feeling the developments in a company. 

He felt that at the Berlin School, with many trips abroad – to Tokyo, Chicago, London, New 
York City – he took so many impressions with him from his classes, outings and everyday foreign 
surroundings. 

“I think the Berlin School has long-term effects. The things you learn there unfold over time.” At the 
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moment he wants to plan a trip to Tokyo with 14 students, “an idea I got from the Berlin School.” Or 
the President’s Lecture, a talk Matthias hosts at the university in the evening, with big names from the 
industry. 

“In the advertising business you’re always one step away from the precipice,” says Matthias. That’s 
why he was almost afraid to be away for two weeks at a time three times a year. “If you’re not paying 
attention to every client it can be tricky.” 

His greatest takeaway from the Berlin School perhaps was his change of attitude. He became open 
to learning and wanted to learn. “Especially in this profession it’s important to keep developing. The 
only constant is change and you can only be the master of it if you stay open.” 

TO TEACH IS TO LEARN
After opening his mind to learning, it wasn’t long until he contemplated teaching. “I’d never have 
taken the job at the university if it weren’t for the Berlin School.” 

He remembers one professor in Chicago told a story he never forgot. “The professor had once gone 
to his professor and said ‘I really want to be good at economics.’ The answer was, ‘If you want to 
understand economics, teach it.’”

Matthias is almost apologetic. “The fact that I teach is mostly out of a desire to learn.” The differ-
ence between leading and teaching is vast, he says. “When you’re developing a campaign so 
many things go without saying.” You’re working with experienced professionals and there is a 
shared understanding of the material. But at the university he’s surrounded by 19-year-olds with no 
experience and has to start from scratch. “You have to develop a whole new language to explain 
things,” he says.  

He’s brought the Berlin School teachings to his team at Scholz & Friends in other ways too. “Every 
presentation has three parts, for instance: challenge, solution and execution, or yesterday, today, to-
morrow.” That’s a storytelling strategy he learned at the Berlin School. He smiles widely, “And now 
there’s never a presentation that isn’t made up of three parts.” 
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ARMIN WOLF
Deputy Editor-In-Chief & Senior Anchor
ORF Austrian Public Broadcasting Corp. – Vienna, Austria
Class 03
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In his home country 
Austria, Armin Wolf is 
known for two things: 
his career as a hard- 
hitting anchorman 
on Austria’s national 
broadcaster ORF, and 
his Twitter account. 
He is the most shared 
news anchor on  social 
media and is revered 
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by many as the force to be reckoned with for any soapboxing politician. 
Against all odds, Armin – the son of a Tyrolean apartment building superintendent  – has more 

formal education than most journalists. Besides his most recent EMBA from the Berlin School, 
Armin has a Master’s degree and a PhD in political science. He started working as a journalist 
out of necessity, doing his first paid radio segments before he’d even graduated high school. That 
was May 1985, and he hasn’t changed employers since. 

His parents hoped he’d become a banker, making 10,000 schillings a month, about double 
what his father made. But right next to the commercial high school he attended was the Tyrolean 
regional studios for ORF, so when he needed a job in his senior year of high school it was quite 
literally the next best thing. But he had yet to discover his passion for journalism. “Studying polit-
ical science was always the goal,” Armin explained. “I wanted to become a professor of political 
science.” Thankfully, he changed his mind, putting his degree on the back burner and proceeding 
to change the Austrian media landscape forever. 

FINDING WITHOUT SEEKING
Armin spent the first two and a half years at the regional studio ORF in Tyrol working on local 
stories ranging from car accidents to city council meetings. At the beginning of 1988 he moved 
on to ORF’s main headquarter in Vienna to become the foreign affairs editor, with a yearlong 
interruption as foreign correspondent in Washington DC, before he became the political editor 
for ORF in 1995. In 2001, he made international headlines when Austria’s right-wing Freedom 
Party entered a coalition with the conservative People’s Party. Armin had his hands full, the Free-
dom Party tried to get him fired and his show taken off the air. But for all that, he decided to tack 
on a PhD, which he finished in 2005. 

In the German weekly Die Zeit Armin stumbled on an article about The Berlin School of Cre-
ative Leadership and he thought it sounded fun. He also remembered thinking, paying €50,000 
for a degree was absurd. “But the article said you could apply for a scholarship program.” Being 
curious and having nothing to lose, he decided to give it a shot, although his wife laughed at the 
idea since she supposed the scholarship would go to “an impoverished woman from Eastern Eu-
rope and not a well-heeled TV anchorman.” 

When he got a phone call from an older German man a few months later, he didn’t realize who it 
was at first. Michael Conrad informed him that he and his wife Helga had chosen to give him the 
scholarship position for that year’s class at the Berlin School. 

His first thought was “totally cool and I can’t wait to see what my wife says,” followed by panic: 
“Damn, now I actually have to write the thesis I proposed.” The topic was “young audiences, 
mass media and political information.” His hunch was correct, since his thesis question was to 
become the main concern of the following decade in media, and his paper would become a sort 
of manifesto back home at ORF. 

LESSONS IN SHAMELESSNESS
As a newsman, Armin soon formed a work group with three other media professionals, Pit 
Gottschalk, Thomas Elstner and Inga Leschek. They spent the next year and a half working on proj-
ects together, about seemingly banal subjects like finance, human resources and bookkeeping. 
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“Really,” said Armin, “the intention was basically to make a business school for people who 
would never study business. And that’s exactly what it was.” While he remembers being im-
pressed by all of his classes, some instructors left a particularly lasting impression on him.  His 
bookkeeping class was led by Werner Seebacher, an Austrian who had developed his own sys-
tem for bookkeeping, which he has taught across Europe. “In one week he taught us the material 
that I had learned in five years at the commercial high school.” Armin was very impressed. 

He recalls the French finance professor Olivier Tabatoni: “He was incredible. He made finance 
so interesting and entertaining.” One of his classes had to be cancelled due to the volcano erup-
tion in Iceland and the class requested a seminar with him because “he was so insanely good.”  
Robert Weisz also made a big impression on him because he had never had any coaching in 
human resources and Weisz’s approach involved role-playing. “I was able to use the strategies 
so often later in my life, even in my marriage,” Armin said with a smile. “All of a sudden I under-
stood why my wife responded one way or the other in certain situations and I got a better under-
standing of how I should react.” 

THE MEDIA’S SENSE OF URGENCY
In the ‘60s a German journalist said that press freedom meant the freedom of 200 rich men to 
have their opinion printed, and today, says Armin, press freedom means the freedom of over 7 
billion people with internet access to put their opinions online. “Everyone can be a media found-
er today.” Half a decade after the anchorman completed his degree freedom has given rise to 
fake news and propaganda websites. Looks like he was on to something.

So what impact did the Berlin School have on Armin Wolf? Thanks to his thesis topic and the 
2008 elections in the United States he began using Twitter before most of Austria knew it existed 
and quickly had one of Austria’s most successful Twitter accounts.

“Those one and a half years were like an injection,” he said “like brain steroids.” 
One of the biggest discoveries for him was that companies change their business model every 

seven years. “That was so eye-opening, because in journalism the business model hasn’t changed 
in 150 years.” 

Today, as Armin says, the media industry is feeling it: the sense of urgency. The necessity for 
change is more pressing than ever and Armin has taken it upon himself to spread the “brain 
 steroids” throughout the Austrian media landscape. 
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THE SIX PILLARS OF CREATIVE LEADERSHIP 

The Berlin School focuses on six interrelated pillars of  leadership, analysis and action that shape 
and drive  successful creative businesses. The Six Pillars – Self, Business Partners, People, The 
Enterprise, Products, and Market and Society – help shape the learning experience and ongoing 
reflection process.  

The faculty’s academic and creative experts support participants in striving for creative excel-
lence, helping them understand their strengths, and value purposeful creation. The Berlin School’s 
cutting-edge approach to leadership has underlined the need to simultaneously engage  multiple 
 areas of responsibility and decision- making. Within the community, students inspire each other to 
perform better, learn more, and set and exceed goals. 

LEADING YOUR SELF

Bringing core values and drivers with situational difficulties into better alignment and, with the 
aid of an ongoing reflection, assessment, and learning, achieving a fuller understanding of one’s 
strengths and weaknesses.

LEADING YOUR BUSINESS PARTNERS 
Building strong relationships with both business partners and cocreators, motivating higher 
standards and managing accountability to reinvent ones business, while fostering creative 
collaborations.

LEADING YOUR PEOPLE 
Inspiring others to perform, learn, set and exceed goals. Encouraging them to strive for higher 
standards by embracing the full range of emotional, rational and social thought processes and 
behaviors. Leading people in imaginatively building and sustaining creative cultures.

LEADING THE ENTERPRISE 
Directing people to purposeful change and value creation, generating entrepreneurial outcomes 
and growth through sustainable performance. Supporting the design and alignment of innova-
tive systems, processes and strategies.

LEADING WITH PRODUCTS
Shaping new projects and organizational design, while setting new standards for performance 
and productivity across the entire value chain. Empowering every kind of human talent to drive 
innovation, thereby creating new lasting business solutions and differentiation.

LEADING THE MARKET AND SOCIETY
Envisioning the future of local and global markets, and developing and implementing  
innovative, responsible and positive solutions to pressing social problems. Focusing on  
leading contemporary transformation of traditional industries, in both thought and action.
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