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“It’s What They Do”
Executives at The 

Martin Agency  
reflect on the 

shop’s creative 
culture, and 

breaking new 
ground in 2015

By Robert Goldrich

Making pre-roll ad fare a creative must see 
is in and of itself arguably enough to jus-
tify the selection of The Martin Agency 
as Agency of the Year in 2015. But there’s 
much more to consider in that the “Un-
skippable” campaign for long-standing 
client Geico not only changed the per-
ception of pre-roll but also in some circles 
Martin itself. The “Unskippable: Family” 
spot won The Martin Agency its first ever 
Cannes Grand Prix, brining high-profile 
Film Lions Jury recognition to a shop 
that had in some respects been taken for 
granted over the years, akin paradoxically 
to the Geico tagline, “It what you do.”

The fact is that the Richmond, VA-
headquartered The Martin Agency, cel-
ebrating its 50th anniversary, has long 
been home to breakthrough advertising—
it’s what they do and what they’ve done 
for decades, successfully diversifying 
from a heralded print agency in its early 
years to a TV shop and now embracing 
social media, consistently weaving brands 
into mainstream and pop culture across 
multiple platforms. 2015 was a great year 

for all this at Martin, prompting SHOOT’s 
selection as its Agency of the Year. 

“We’ve become a content shop across 
all media and outlets,” assessed chief cre-
ative officer Joe Alexander. 

“Unskippable”—directed by the Terri 
Timely duo at Park Pictures—”breaks ev-
ery rule of filmmaking,” said 2015 Cannes 
Film Lions Jury president Tor Myhren, 
worldwide chief creative officer for Grey, 
which scored SHOOT’s Agency of the 
Year honor just a couple of years ago. 

In talking about the jury’s rationale 
for bestowing Grand Prix distinction 
upon “Unskippable,” Myhren observed 
that Martin bucks conventional wisdom 
by challenging viewers not to watch the 
ad, which only reinforces what becomes 
a “can’t take your eyes off of it” dynamic. 
With the insurance brand pitch wrapped 
in the first five seconds (prior to the ap-
pearance of the “Skip ad” button), a 
voiceover boasts, “You can’t skip this 
Geico ad because it’s already over.” Then 
the action—prompted by inaction—begins. 
Each “Unskippable” video humorously 

shows characters pretending to be fro-
zen as action continues around them. In 
the case of “Family,” folks at the dinner 
table suddenly becoming “frozen” trans-
lates into a golden opportunity for their 
beloved dog to gorge himself on all the 
food laid out, making a mess in the pro-
cess—all with the Geico brand logo front 
and center.

Myhren said this “deceptively simple 
piece of communication” demonstrated 
that film “can reinvent the way you look 
at media,” even for pre-roll, arguably the 
least sexy, most deservedly ignored me-
dium around.

Litmus test
During the course of any given year, 

SHOOT seeks out and is sent assorted 
pieces of notable work. But the litmus test 
is not how well that work plays in a vacu-
um—when we screen it at our offices—but 
rather if it breaks through in the medium, 
traditional or otherwise, for which is was 
originally intended. 

From top left, clockwise: Geico’s 
“Unskippable—Family”; chief 

creative officer Joe Alexander; 
Geico’s “Unskippable—Elevator”; 
“Play With Oreo”; Walmart’s “Star 

Wars Grandpa”; Benjamin Moore’s 
“Dummy” spot;  Tie The Knot’s 

“Supreme Save The Date” initiative Continued on page 12
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Just as “Unskippable” made an indel-
ible impression online, Martin’s TV work 
broke through in a big way in 2015 with 
Geico being at the forefront. If you’re the 
guy from the Operation board game, you 
get operated on. If you’re golf commenta-
tors, you speak in hushed tones—even if 
a giant serpent is wreaking havoc on the 
golf course. If you’re the band Europe, you 
play “The Final Countdown”—replete with 
pyrotechnics—at every opportunity, even 
at a company lunch room where the song 
coincides with the readout on a microwave 
oven, counting down to a properly heated 
and ready to eat entree. In each of these 
different spot scenarios, “It’s what you do”—
just like saving you money on auto insur-
ance is what Geico does.

Steve Bassett—who heads the Geico 
account along with fellow group creative 
director Wade Alger—noted that this far 
ranging, engaging creative content is 
helped tremendously by rock-solid, en-
during strategy. 

Alger agreed that the Cannes Grand 
Prix and other accolades are in fact both 
for Martin’s creative wherewithal as well 
as its savvy strategic planning. For years, 
we’ve been hearing Geico’s “15 minutes 
can save you 15 percent” message—deliv-
ered by geckos, cavemen, a high-decibel 
Little Richard, the humpday camel all the 
way through to the aforementioned spate 
of recent creatively inspired work. Rather 
than bouncing from strategy to strategy, 
Geico has kept its money-saving credo 
simple and consistent—and the founda-
tion from which great creative can spring. 

This foundation over time also applies 
to the people themselves at the brand and 
the agency. Alexander has been on the 
creative lead for Geico since 2000 and 
Alger since 2009. They work closely with 
Geico’s chief marketing officer Ted Ward, 
who’s been there for the duration, dat-
ing back to when Geico and The Martin 
Agency first came together some 21 years 
ago. Knowing the message, the brand, 
the brand’s needs and aspirations leads 
to the creation of work that’s inherently 
relevant to the marketplace.

A Martin veteran approaching 25 years 
at the agency, Alexander is embarking on 
his fourth year as chief creative officer. 
“Having a core group of leaders who have 
been here a while helps us in terms of the 

creative content, and it sends a message 
to the influx of new creative talent,” said 
Alexander. “There’s a stability from hav-
ing people who know the place inside 
and out, who know the clients, who know 
that you can fail and still thrive. Ironically, 
stability leads to more fearlessness for 
those who’ve been here and those who 
are new to the agency. 

“When you get comfortable with the 
creative leaders, you feel more comfort-
able taking chances. That’s been true 
with Geico and was reflected this year in 
animated musical pieces for Oreo, Ben-
jamin Moore—with this year’s “Dummy” 
spots, and the earlier Green Monster 
(Fenway Park, Boston) work which last 
year won an Integrated Silver Lion at 
Cannes—our Star Wars tie-in and our new 
Craig Robinson work for Walmart, our 
new campaign for Tic Tacs, a great social 
experiment for Tie the Knot.”

The latter was the “Supreme Save 
the Date” initiative. Founded by Modern 
Family actor Jesse Tyler Ferguson and 
his husband Justin Mikita, Tie The Knot, 
a nonprofit organization that supports 
marriage equality, teamed with Martin to 
create a “Save the Date Builder” which 
helped gay couples who hope to marry 
create their own Save the Date invites and 
relay them to Supreme Court justices pri-
or to what turned out to be their historic 
decision upholding gay marriage. 

Save the Date invites were designed 
and available for personalization on the 
Tie The Knot/Supreme Save the Date 
website. Couples then selected a design 
and inputted their info, including a wed-
ding date and the state in which they live 
(with emphasis on those states that were 
yet to legalize gay marriage). The invites 
were then addressed to a Supreme Court 

justice, with Tie the Knot printing and 
delivering the cards. The Supreme Court 
thus received news of wedding plans that 
could only move forward easily with a fa-
vorable verdict by the justices.

Creative culture, craftsmanship
Alexander joined The Martin Agency 

in 1991. The venerable creative director 
Mike Hughes, who later became agency 
president, hired Alexander. (Hughes 
passed away in December of 2013.) 

“When I came here, I didn’t think I’d 
stay all that long but I fell in love with the 
culture, the city, raised my three daugh-
ters here,” said Alexander. “I’ve watched 
this place keep growing and found that I 
could grow with it. In Richmond and at 
Martin you have a great quality of life but 
can still create great work.”

Executive creative director Jorge Calle-
ja said that the great quality of life for 
Richmond residents helps to nurture and 
advance creativity. 

“When you have a better life outside of 
work, it can make your work that much 
better. It pushes you in a different way 
and you’re more hungry to go for things 
outside of the box. There’s a certain hu-
manity and coziness in Richmond and at 
The Martin Agency. It frees your mind to 
come up with things you might otherwise 
ignore or not come up with to begin with. 
Attaining that simplicity in thinking is 
crucial to turning out the work we do.”

Bassett observed that Hughes was 
“huge in creating a wonderful culture” at 
Martin. “Always doing work you love with 
people you love may sound corny, but 
Mike was all about that and it permeated 
the agency. There are less politics here 
than any place I’ve ever worked.”

The mantra born out of that, shared 

Alexander, was for people at The Martin 
Agency to be “good to each other, tough 
on the work.”

John Adams, who is chairman of 
Martin, had been business partners with 
Hughes for 35 years. Steve Humble, ex-
ecutive VP, managing director of produc-
tion and development, said that Hughes 
and Adams historically set the tone at 
Martin. “You couldn’t find two more 
honest guys in the business,” affirmed 
Humble. “They were about doing the 
right thing at all times. From that came 
a culture that is not hierarchal. No one’s 
opinion is better than another’s. The best 
opinions and ideas win out, no matter 
where they come from.”

That inclusiveness is also reflected in 
Humble being named to serve on the Mar-
tin executive committee two years ago. “It’s 
a great honor. Heads of production and 
producers don’t make it to the manage-
ment of most agencies. But here it’s about 
what you bring to the table,” said Humble 
who’s been with Martin for 16 years, hav-
ing come over from Chicago where he was 
a producer at Leo Burnett and Foote Cone 
& Belding.

The Martin Agency’s roots also em-
phasize craft and craftsmanship, which 
remain relevant today, maybe more so 
than ever. 

“There’s a lot of focus on technology, 
digital, social media and trends nowadays 
but no one is really talking that much 
about craft and craftsmanship,” related 
Alexander. “Mike Hughes said that craft 
would be at the core of everything we do. 
It’s what separates our work from other 
agencies. Technique, media and the like 
will come and go, and change. But craft 
and attention to detail are constant. Con-
sumers respond to and brands prosper 
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from a high level of craft.”
Appropriately enough, craft, Martin 

and the City of Richmond go hand in 
hand, perhaps best embodied in the RVA 
Makerfest, an annual event where attend-
ees can interact with more than 100 mak-
ers from the Greater Richmond area, in-
cluding blacksmiths, glassblowers, drone 
pilots, video game developers, 3D printer 
manufacturers, robot creators, puppe-
teers, chocolatiers and assorted other 
artists. The free, family-friendly event 
features interactive demonstrations in 
science, art, technology, engineering sus-
tainability, food, music, crafts and fashion. 

Several employees at The Martin 
Agency came up with the idea for RVA 
Makerfest in order to get more involved 
with the community and to create unique 
learning and development opportunities. 
Martin has been an active sponsor both 
years of the fest. And The Martin Agency 
Kitchen program has created the commu-

nications for the event two years running, 
including an IMAX movie trailer in 2014 
and the screen-printed poster that made 
its way into the Virginia Historical Soci-
ety’s collection this year. 

Creative technologists at Martin par-
ticipated in MakerFest both years, dem-
onstrating concept work for Mondelez 
(parent to Oreo, among other brands) and 
Moen as well as a custom robot PartyBot 
built for the event.

“Talk less and do more is the theme 
of Makerfest. And it’s the way we oper-
ate as well,” noted Alexander. “We put a 
big emphasis on doers and makers.” He 
said this applies to the directors, editors, 
visual effects artists and everyone else 
Martin hires at production companies, 
post houses, visual effects/animation and 
music studios—and to the in-house capa-
bilities that Martin has developed.

For its craft and content, The Martin 
Agency has ongoing relationships with 

top drawer outside vendors while also 
tapping into in-house resources such 
as post/visual effects/animation house 
Hue & Cry, and editorial arm Running 
With Scissors. “We built Running With 
Scissors and Hue & Cry for lifestyle rea-
sons,” shared Alexander. “Being in Rich-
mond, our people were often traveling to 
New York, L.A. and other major centers, 
spending an inordinate amount of time 
on the road. In addition to the economic 
advantages of having our in-house units, 
they allow our people to stay home, to edit 
and post here. We have many people with 
young families who have the personal 
need to spend more time close to home. 
By having in-house options, we add to 
the sanity of this business and their lives, 
making things a little less frantic and with 
a little less anxiety for our staff.” 

The in-house capabilities also enable 
Martin to, explained Alexander, “rapid 
prototype and get concept approval from 
clients. Instead of presenting a storyboard 
in static form, we can put an idea into 
motion with film and sound. It gives us a 
leg up, helping us experiment with con-
cepts, move quicker on them, and then 
handling the final execution—or going to 
talent outside to help us realize an idea.”

Alexander characterized Martin’s in-
house production and postproduction 
resources as “a nice complement to our 
outside partners.” 

This outside talent has been vital to 
brand success, pointed out Alexander, 
citing as an example director Wayne Mc-
Clammy of Hungry Man whose first 
endeavors for Geico included the camel 
“Humpday” commercial and more re-

cently rock band Europe’s rendition of 
“The Final Countdown.” 

“Wayne has a great sense of comedy, is 
very collaborative, has a strong point of 
view without being a jerk about it, and 
he’s also good at marrying humor and 
dialogue with sophisticated visual effects 
[the serpent creature from MPC in the 
aforementioned wryly humored golf com-
mentator commercial].”

Over the years, Alexander observed 
that Martin has been “spoiled” by its great 
relationships with vendors. “Since we’re in 
Richmond, they come to visit us, we hang 
out for a night, do a screening. They get 
out of the big city and get to know us and 
Richmond. That face-to-face in a welcom-
ing city has helped us get relationships off 
on the right foot. It’s especially valuable, 
particularly now that so much is done via 
email and online in an insular fashion.”

The mix of outside vendors and in-
house resources is also reflected in the 
Oreo account. Alexander noted that the 
new Oreo yuletide spot is from visual ef-
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fects/animation studio Psyop, and the 
global Oreo campaign launched in early 
2015 included animation from Brand 
New School. 

On the flip side, last year’s “Mel’s Mini 
Mart” spot for Oreo was done entirely in-
house via Hue & Cry and went on to score 
a 2015 AICP Show honor.

Executive creative director Calleja, who 
oversees creative on business that includes 
Oreo, described Hue & Cry as “a great lit-
tle secret. We have been able to develop a 
full production company inside the build-
ing and they deserve a lot of credit for the 
work we do.”

Humble, who heads development 
of in-house capabilities, noted that “we 
don’t force anyone to work with our in-
ternal production units. People choose to 
work there based on the quality of work 
and service like any outside vendor.” 

And while Martin launched Hue & Cry 
and Running With Scissors, those units 
are actually part of an LLC owned by the 
Interpublic Group. Martin is a shop in the 
IPG family of companies. 

The in-house digital production de-
partment and other in-house resources 
are available to work with advertising 
agencies and companies other than Mar-
tin. The digital production department 
in fact has dome some outside work for 
agencies within IPG.

Networking
2015 has also seen The Martin Agency 

graduate its New York operation to a full-
fledged shop with the hiring of executive 
creative director James Robinson who 
previously served as co-chief creative of-
ficer at 215 McCann. 

The Martin Agency has additionally 
extended its reach internationally with 
Daniel Fisher who becomes the first ex-
ecutive creative director at Martin’s new 
London office.

Kicking off the year with the landing 
of cable account Optimum, the New York 
office of Martin turned the corner. Around 
mid-year Robinson came on board and 
what had been a modest Manhattan pres-
ence centered on a group of designers has 
grown into a standalone operation of some 
50 staffers servicing accounts such as Opti-
mum and Madison Square Garden (which 
includes The Rockettes and the National 

Basketball Association’s New York Knicks). 
Furthermore work for Sunglass Hut is slat-
ed to break next year.

Robinson came up the ranks at 215 Mc-
Cann, joining the San Francisco shop as 
creative director on Xbox in 2011, rising 
to executive creative director and ulti-
mately co-chief creative officer.. During 
his tenure there, 215 became agency of 
record for Pandora, Annie’s Homegrown 
and Workday while expanding its Xbox 
portfolio to include digital responsibilities 
for the brand. 

Prior to 215, Robinson was at Venables 
Bell & Partners, San Francisco, where 
he helped to run the successful pitch for 
Audi, and turned out lauded work for the 
Meth Project, cited by the White House 
as one of the most effective anti-drug 
programs of all time. Robinson began his 
agency career in New York  as a writer at 
Mad Dogs & Englishmen.

Robinson noted that he joined The 
Martin Agency to not just build a NY of-
fice but also to help get a network [with 
Richmond and London] up and running

“There are exceptions but in a lot of 
network shops, people closely guard their 
projects and their people,” said Robin-
son. “At The Martin Agency we allow 
work and people to flow freely through 
the network. If there’s a need, our re-
sources can flow into Richmond to help 
meet that need. It’s possible to actually 
do that because of the nature of Martin’s 
culture—no egos, no turf. We’ve done this 
already as well as tapping into creatives in 
London. At the same time, we’re putting 
more in place in New York. We now have 
three permanent creative teams here 
backed by the immense creative talent 
in Richmond. And we’re still hiring more 
people in New York. 
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December 10, 2010   Tor Myhren has been promoted to president of Grey 
New York. He remains the agency’s chief creative officer and becomes the first 
creative ever to lead the agency’s flagship office....Bicoastal Park Pictures is 
slated to open its first-ever London office January 1, 2011.  The new hub will 
be run by executive producer Stephen Brierley, former head of production at 
Stink, London....Peter Nicholson has joined JWT New York as chief creative of-
ficer. He will be responsible for driving the creative vision and future growth of 
JWT’s flagship office, reporting to David Eastman, CEO of JWT North America. 
A former JWT executive creative director, Nicholson returns to JWT from Red-
scout, where he held the title of chief creative officer. Nicholson joined 50-per-
son Redscout to help move the marketing strategy and design-focused shop 
toward a more full-service creative offering, focused on consumer-oriented 
executions. During his time at Redscout, he worked on Activision, Diageo, Kate 
Spade, PepsiCo and Samsung. Prior to Redscout, Nicholson was chief creative 
officer at Deutsch New York where he pitched and won more than $200 million 
in new business, garnering the USAA and PNC Bank accounts.....Goodby, Sil-
verstein & Partners has hired Joakim Borgstrom as creative director. He comes 
over from Wieden+Kennedy Amsterdam and will be working closely with Rick 
Condos and Hunter Hindman on Chevrolet....

December 9, 2005  Lisa Hinman, president of San Francisco-based Phoenix 
Edit.Effects.Design, has been elected president of the Association of Indepen-
dent Creative Editors (AICE) for a two-year term starting on January 1, 2006. 
She will succeed Richard Gillespie, owner/editor of Fast Cuts Edits, Dallas.....
Susan Credle has been promoted to executive creative director at BBDO New 
York....Alan Pafenbach, managing partner/exec creative director at Arnold 
Worldwide, Boston, will leave the agency at the end of the year. He was one 
of the key creatives on the Volkswagen account which moved over to Crispin 
Porter + Bogusky....Frank Lowe, the founder of Lowe Worldwide, is launching 
an agency in partnership with several ad execs, including Paul Weinberger, for-
mer chairman of Lowe London....Web ad revenue hit a record quarterly high, 
surpassing $3 billion from July-August 2005 according to figures released by 
the Internet Advertising Bureau. This total represents a nearly 34% increase 
over the revenue generated during the same three-month period in 2004...
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London executive creative director 
Fisher came over to Martin earlier this 
year from Adam&EveDDB, London, 
where he had a creative hand in U.K. re-
tailer John Lewis’ “Monty The Penguin” 
which won the Film Craft Grand Prix at 
Cannes in 2014.

Martin’s CCO Alexander noted that 
the London and New York shops are part 
of a grand plan. 

“We made a decision in the last year 
or so to start building a creative network, 
eventually with six or seven offices around 
the globe that can serve clients and com-
pete against the best creative agencies in 
the world,” related Alexander. “We’re not 
looking for global dominance; instead, 
just a micro network of shops—with the 
Martin creative culture—to simply make 
good work.”

James Robiinson


