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editorial
CREATIVITY IN CHINA
Late last year, China promoted itself to the world with a 30-second ad campaign 
called “Made in China, Made with the World” that featured examples of products 
made in China, in a bid to highlight Chinese companies’ involvement in producing 
high quality goods. The ad of course prompted the usual discussions about the state 
of creativity in China. We think creativity is alive and well in China. The country 
abounds with entrepreneurs and enterprises large and small who are striving to 
innovate. There are also the Chinese artists, whose work continues to command 
attention, and record breaking bids, from collectors around the world. 

In this issue, we highlight just a few of the many examples of Chinese creativity. In 
FACE TO FACE we talk to Shenan Chuang, CEO of Ogilvy & Mather Greater China, 
about how she practices creative leadership. Among her many accomplishments, 
Chuang created O-Gallery, an exhibition space for young Chinese artists within the 
company’s Beijing office reception area. 

Ogilvy is not the only company in China expressing its brand through art. In FOCUS 
we look at the growing number of companies in China who have been assembling 
first-rate art collections to showcase in their offices – often featuring Chinese artists 
both well-known and up-and-coming. In UPSTARTS we look at artist Li Xiaofeng 
who was invited by Lacoste to design a limited edition polo shirt for their Holiday 
Collector’s Series. And in BUSINESS we look at Beijing-based Opera Audio, whose 
tube amplifiers are beloved by audiophiles around the world.

And in VIEWPOINT this month, Andy Xie warns us of the emergence of a possible 
new bubble in China – French fine wine. 

To subscribe, please email: subscription@cibmagazine.com.cn or call: +86 (10) 8404 1150 x139
To contact the editors, please email: editor@cibmagazine.com.cn, or call: +86 (10) 8404 1150 x216
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SHENAN 
CHUANG

“We need people who are really excited and inspired 
by creativity. They can’t just be good. When they think 

about good ideas or see a good campaign they should get 
goosebumps.”
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> CV
NAME: Shenan Chuang

POSITION: CEO, Ogilvy & Mather 
Greater China

EDUCATION: Bachelor Degree, Tunghua 
University, Taiwan

WHAT’S IN HER PURSE: BlackBerry, 
Motorola A1680 phone, Ricoh GX200 
camera, sunglasses, stain remover pen, 
notebook, Ogilvy badge

which include Advertising, OgilvyOne, 
OgilvyAction and Ogilvy PR, to foster — 
and institutionalize — cooperation and 
teamwork by setting up regular forums 
for communication among senior and 

 

mid-level managers across the different 
groups. This year Ogilvy & Mather China 
ranked 66 out of 100 in the Universum 
Top 100 Ideal Employer Student Survey 
and was the only communications/mar-
keting agency to make the list. 

Co- founder and current chair 
o f the China 4A — Assoc ia t ion of 
Accredited Advertising Agencies of 
China — her other accomplishments 
include being named among the Most 
Influential Female Business Leaders 
in 2010 by Mulan in Business/China 
Entrepreneur . Under her leadership 
the Ogilvy & Mather Beijing office was 
awarded “Office of the Year” and she was 
awarded “Agency Head of the Year” by 
Media  magazine in 2006.

Chuang sat down with CIB  at 
the company’s Beijing office on Jinbao 
Street to talk about creativity and team-
work, her leadership style, the impor-
tance of training, and what she sees in 
the future for Ogilvy China.

How did you get into advertising? 

by JANINE COUGHLIN

Shenan Chuang, CEO, Ogilvy & 
Mather Greater China, began 
her 25-year tenure with Ogilvy 

& Mather in Taipei, where she rose to 
be Chairman, Ogilvy Taiwan Group. 
In 2003 she arrived in Beijing, where 
one of her first accomplishments was 
to transform the company’s office — 
then located in an old carpet factory on 
the outskirts of town — into something 
modern where the physical space would 
be infused with creativity to match her 
vision for the company’s culture and 
work. She established a “Creative Floor”, 
which integrates creative teams from 
different disciplines within the company 
and has become a model all offices in 
the region now follow. Chuang also set 
up O-Gallery, a unique art gallery inside 
the Beijing office, to both support the 
development of local Chinese artists and 
further realize her vision of the office as 
a creative space.

C h u a n g  a l s o  k n o c k e d  d o w n 
the metaphorical walls between the 
different disciplines at the company, 

FACE TO FACE
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EWhen I was much younger I wanted to be a writer. I was 
majoring in history and became very interested in communica-
tions. There are only two career paths in communications, one 
is journalism; the other is advertising. First I tried journalism. 
I sent out many resumes but I didn’t find a job. So I decided 
I needed to change my career path and I tried advertising. I 
started as an assistant at a local agency in Taipei. They said I 
was overqualified for that job but I told them to just give me 
one year to prove I am capable to be an account executive. So 
that’s where I started. My first account was Bristol Myers. It 
was a really good start because it was an international client.

What attracted you in the decision to move from Ogilvy 
Taiwan to Ogilvy China and Beijing?
EI was in charge of the Ogilvy office in Taiwan and in 2000 
I started to feel that I wanted to move on. So I spoke with my 
bosses, and we initiated a transition plan to develop people in 
the Taiwan office to take over. And then in 2003 I moved to 
China.

Before I joined Ogilvy China, TB Song [then Chairman 
of Ogilvy China and now the Chairman of O&M Greater 
China] told me there are two cities you can choose, Beijing or 
Shanghai. I did some research about the two offices and I chose 
Beijing because it would be tougher. It’s a challenging market. 
I felt that Shanghai was already doing well, so if I went there I 
didn’t see what added value I could bring in the short term. I 
think when you join a new market you need some short-term 
results and then you can build the long term. 

What were some of the challenges you faced when you 
arrived in Beijing?
EWhen I joined, the Beijing office was in an old carpet fac-
tory in an undeveloped part of town. The first year was quite 
challenging, because the company, its culture, was not really 
in good shape. The disciplines, like advertising and public rela-
tions (PR) were very silo-ed. PR was doing fine, but I think the 
rest of the disciplines were struggling a bit with the market.

So the first thing I did was to move the office. I wanted 
to have a creative office environment for people. I wanted to 
change their mindset. This is advertising. Advertising is fun. 
And we are not only advertising, we have PR, all the communi-
cations should be creative-driven. It’s not just about business. 
So that’s why I decided to take on the task of moving our offices 
to where we are today. And it was a big move! 

What are some of the other initiatives you have developed 
to promote creativity within Ogilvy China?
EIn this office creatives from every discipline sit together on 
the tenth floor. We call it the creative floor. And to build a 
creative ambience, we gave them different furniture, a differ-
ent atmosphere, everything is unique, even the color of the 
walls is different. We were the first office in Ogilvy to initiate 
and implement this idea. When our then regional CEO Miles 
Young [now global CEO] came and saw this he instructed 
every office in the region to have their creatives sitting 
together on the same floor. This is something I’m very proud 
of. 

In Beijing we also created the position of Group Executive 
Creative Director (ECD) so there is creative leadership, 
someone who can mobilize all the creative resources. We also 

send our local staff to attend the Cannes Lions International 
Advertising Festival. 

In Beijing we also have O-Gallery [see FOCUS, page 22].  
I want people to know that creativity is everywhere, it doesn’t 
just come from advertising or communications, it comes from 
different places. I also leverage all the company events to dem-
onstrate how creativity can play a role.

And how do you define creativity?
EIt is leveraging your knowledge, skills, and experience to 
generate ideas that can solve problems, influence people and 
change people’s behavior. 

Why is it so important to put an emphasis on promoting 
creativity within the company? 
EWe need people who are really excited and inspired by 
creativity. They can’t just be good. When they think about 
good ideas or see a good campaign they should get goose-
bumps. I always say we need special character and blood, 
people who want to be in a creative business. So people are 
very important. And you have to put the right person in the 
right position.

If we have a lot of good people we will go further and 
grow. David Ogilvy always said if you hire people who are 
giants, the company will become a giant. But if you hire 
dwarves, then the company will become a dwarf. In fact when 
David Ogilvy was alive and still running the company, if you 
became the managing director of an office he would send you 
a set of Russian nesting dolls to emphasize this. I think it’s a 
good analogy. So I always admire people who are smarter and 
more capable than I am. 

How do you manage creative people while still keeping 
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“I always admire people who 
are smarter and more capable 
than I am.” 
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focus on the bottom line?
EI don’t think I really manage creative people. I believe in 
creative leadership. We actually promote a kind of triumvirate: 
account people, planning people, creative people. We dismantle 
the big groups into these small teams to work closely together 
as partners in a creative atmo-
sphere. I think the sense of 
partnership is very important. 
Everyone owns the problem, 
the Accounts, the Creative. 
Everyone should work together 
to pursue exce l lence . This 
trinity is quite important if we 
want to create great campaigns 
for the clients.

I encourage peop le . I 
don’t want to set a lot of rules 
– like ‘you need to follow this 
otherwise you get penalized.’ I don’t think it would work for 
creative people. Sometimes you’ve got to be very tolerant. Some 
creative people, they have their own character, so you need to 
know them, you need to engage them. You give them some 
freedom to do what they think is right.

When it comes to the tasks, or the things we must accom-
plish, I tend to be very business focused. But when I deal with 
people I am more their leader than their manager. You can’t 
just behave like you are the boss, a businessperson, and that 
you don’t care about creative things.

What do you see your role being in the company? 
EI think my job is to try to make things run smoothly. On the 
business side, I stay disciplined and calm when an issue comes 
up. I need to be very patient and to listen. You must be a good 
listener in my position, to listen to different opinions. And I 

need to be very persistent, 
espec ia l l y a f ter 2008 and 
2009, I now know how persis-
tent I can be.

I a l so t ry to l everage 
resources . I th ink tha t i s 
important with a group like 
us. Sometimes I think I am 
not the best person to deal 
with or tackle an issue or meet 
a client. I may even ask people 
who are more junior than 
I am to handle something 

because they are the best. 
I feel female CEOs probably tend to have less ego issues 

than males do, because I don’t feel any shame if I ask for help. 
I also need to foster collaboration and sometimes I need to be 
the arbitrator. But you just cannot please everyone so I need to 
play tough, and even take the blame sometimes. But I think I’m 
fine, as long as it is for the sake of the group’s interests. 

I make mistakes, but I think that if after a mistake if you 
can listen or be open and hear different points of view, you can 
improve yourself and change the way you do things for the next 

ADVERTISEMENT

“We actually promote a kind 
of triumvirate: account people, 
planning people, creative people 
. . . Everyone should work 
together to pursue excellence. ” 
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time.

Why have you stayed at Ogilvy for so long?
EBecause every stage has had a different challenge, different 
rules and I have seen different people coming up, different 
leaders, different groups of partners. I’ve grown, I’m a bigger, 

and more importantly, a better person. I think that’s a good part 
of this job.

How involved are you in the day-to-day business?
EI think it’s important to stay involved. I try very hard to be 
involved with key clients and some new business pitches. I 
think I’m a good leader in new business 360-wise, and in new 
projects. It’s also important to be accessible. When people ask 
for help I try always to come up with, maybe not the best solu-
tion, but to at least offer my input and my experience. But they 
have to make the decision. I say this is my thinking but it’s your 
call. Sometimes you have to be a mentor and coach. 

What is your secret for mobilizing people?
EI always create a team spirit. I not only demonstrate what I 
can do, but what she can do or he can do. It’s important that 
you recognize people, and give them credit and that you do that 
publicly, not just one to one. I think it is very important for a 
leader not to always steal the spotlight from their subordinates or 
colleagues. 

I also enjoy working together with a team. The only thing 
I do alone is writing articles. Most of the time I like to hear 
different voices before I make a decision. 

You mentioned that when you arrived in Beijing, the 
different disciplines were silo-ed. Why do you think it is 
important to build cooperation across the disciplines?
EWe used to have silos but now Ogilvy China is a matrix 
structure. You need people to know each other so that they can 
work together when there is a pitch, or there are client needs to 
be met. Though different disciplines have different P&Ls, and 
financially they operate independently, you still need to have 
horizontal cooperation. Now we finally have a 360 P&L and 
cross-discipline charging system.

At the operational level we have a 360 Brand team 
structure. It’s for “mega-clients” like IBM, Motorola, Lenovo, 
Unilever. We have teams composed of different discipline 
members who sit together. 

And to have an institutional platform for regular commu-
nication we started the 360 Council and 360 Club in each loca-
tion. 360 Council includes all senior management and group 

function heads and 360 Club gets our mid-level managers 
involved too. We meet regularly and we share problems, oppor-
tunities, talk about clients and key people and company issues. 
Sometimes I leverage that meeting to brainstorm ideas for 
company events or other company issues. I urge participants 
to have a sense of ownership. They need to support me to solve 
the company issues – we are one team.

Ogilvy is well-known for its employee training programs. 
Why is training so important to the company? 
EIn China, especially, we do a lot of training, because the 
market is so competitive. There is a talent war. Not only will 
your competitors steal your people, your clients will steal them. 
So will the media or other companies. I remember once a 
respected competitor asked me, ‘Why do you spend so much 
time and money on training, when still people will leave and 
join other companies?’ I said I don’t mind, we’re doing it for 
the industry. We want to think more positively and long-term. 

Also, the market is changing. We have to learn every day. 
Especially with new media, and China, developing so quickly. 
China is still opening up – first tier, second tier, third tier [cit-
ies] – it’s huge. The market has a lot of challenges as well as 
opportunities so we need to train and develop our people to be 
ready for the future.

You are the co-founder of the China 4A — Association of 
Accredited Advertising Agencies of China — and this year 
you are serving as chair for the third time. What is the focus 
of this group?
EWe foster cooperation among our members. I think for the 
business we need long-term growth and development. By estab-
lishing industry standards, we attract talent to join the busi-
ness and work together to develop advertising as a respected 
profession. We also created the China 4A Creative Awards to 
recognize great campaigns and talents. Right now we have 40 
members. Half are international and half are locals. That is 
exactly our goal, so the members can learn from each other.

Where do you think the industry in China is headed? 
EI believe advertising is not advertising in conventional terms. 
Integration is quite important; online, offline working together. 
And creativity is getting more recognition from clients. There 
are so many different media, the key is to have ideas and really 
tie them together to make a consistent voice. You may have a 
different message on a different channel but together it contrib-
utes to the brand. 

Brands are very important. If you have the brand, you 
have the idea, then you can actually leverage all the channels. 
Brands should have a higher purpose, what we call a big 
ideaL™. Everything you do should serve that purpose and make 
the brand bigger. People want to buy brands that inspire them, 
and that’s where we are heading.

And what about the future for Ogilvy China?
EI believe we will become more like a content creator or content 
provider. We need to think like a publisher or a producer because 
we are brand stewards that understand how to build relationships 
with consumers. We need to tell the story of the brand. So we 
should continually enrich content by leveraging all the available 
tools and new media. The only limit is our imagination. ■

“We need to think like a 
publisher or a producer because 
we are brand stewards that 
understand how to build 
relationships with consumers.” 
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