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We approached Jon Crowley, Partner and Head of Strategy at FUSE Create, to share his perspective on the
state of strategy today — from curiosity and groupthink to Al and the value of a little inefficiency. In this candid
conversation, Jon reflects on how strategy teams really work, what often goes wrong, and why disagreement
might actually be a sign of a healthy department.

Q: How did you first get into strategy? What was the path like?

A: 1 would trace it to a couple of things.

When | was 16 and didn’t know what | wanted to do with my life, my dad gave me a copy of Marshall McLuhan’s
Understanding Media, one of the first real pieces of media and communications academic criticism. Being sixteen,
| put it on the shelf and never read it, and decided | was going to study English literature and write the great
Canadian novel. That did not happen.

Midway through school, | took a communications theory course — technically an English literature course — but it
focused on mass media theory. | remember being fascinated by how mass media impacts society: the stories we
tell, the images we see, and the ways we communicate, and how all of that shapes politics, behavior, and cultural
patterns. By the time | finished school, | knew | wanted to do something in communications, even though | didn’t
really understand what a brand was or how agencies worked. | lucked into an internship at a small entertainment
PR firm. What really pulled me into strategy was the birth of social media, at a time when being on Twitter meant
you were a very specific kind of person because most people didn’t really know what it was — this was before
tweets would appear on the evening news. | met a lot of people in that world, many of whom went on to do
interesting things in tech, and many in agencies and advertising.

After a relatively short stint as a very mediocre account person, it became clear to me that | belonged in a more
strategic space — first in digital and social, then campaign work, then brand planning, and eventually leading
teams.

Q: What has surprised you most about the practice of strategy?

A: The thing that has surprised me most is how susceptible we are to our own hype cycles.

There’s a tendency to believe that the new thing has changed everything and that we need to throw out all the
rules and start again. Then, inevitably, we discover that we are still trying to help people feel things about stuff.
Very often we return to first principles — what does the consumer actually think and feel? What surprises me is
how quickly we abandon those principles when something new emerges, and how predictably we rediscover them
months or years later.

Q: What qualities will always define a great strategist?

A: Curiosity is a big one.

People who are great at strategy tend to have absorbed a lot in their lives — they’ve watched a lot, read a lot, and
experienced a lot. There needs to be a drive that comes from somewhere. | have friends who teach strategy, and
one of the questions they get is how to generate curiosity. My honest answer is that if you do not have curiosity,
you should probably find a different job. You can’t force yourself to care about literally everything. If that’s not
how you’re wired, the job becomes much harder.

The other thing is that you have to want to be understood. Many people want to be listened to or heard. They may
want to feel seen or feel part of the process. But wanting to be understood is different — it means making sure the
other person actually takes away what you were trying to give them. And that can be harder. Sometimes getting to
that point doesn’t feel as gratifying as simply speaking your piece. There’s a difference between being a strategist
and giving tiny TED Talks for a living. You want your audience to come away with a deeper understanding of the
subject so it shapes the work they do.

Q: How do you know when a strategy department is functioning at its best? And at its worst?

A: When a strategy department is working well, conversations tend to go off on tangents.

It becomes a little difficult to keep people strictly on track because people riff off each other. Someone will bring
up a fact, and someone else will bring up an adjacent fact they know, and before you know it, you're ten miles off
the brief — but in an additive way. For that to work, you need people who actually want to engage with others’
thinking.



Maybe most crucially, you need people that aren’t carbon copies of each other. One of the worst things a strategy
team can have is a leader who believes they have figured out the one true way to do strategy. They train everyone
to think and deliver work in that specific way. They build a tight process, hire for that mold, and then train people
to fit it even tighter. Eventually you end up with a room full of people who can only think one way.

A successful strategy department needs productive disagreement. When the strategy team is smiling and nodding
at each other, telling each other they’re perfect all the time, it’s very difficult to push the work beyond the
obvious. Groupthink is one of the biggest risks to great thinking.

Q: How does that show up in the work itself?

A: Years ago, someone asked me how successful my strategy team was. | said, “We get great work. Everyone loves
the briefs. Clients sign off on the work.” They replied, “No — how many rounds of approvals does it take? How
many meetings are required before creatives buy in?” That’s the wrong metric. If strategy is sold too quickly, it is
probably safe and unchallenging. Sometimes agencies look efficient because they are not doing anything hard or
challenging. But this is not a business built on efficiency, and it shouldn’t be. Creativity and efficiency are not
cousins; they don’t live close to each other.

Q: What happens when teams are not working well?

A: When teams fall into that pattern, briefs start becoming cookie-cutter. They use the same five insights for every
project. I've seen teams use the same five insights for every project. The work starts to look like evolutions of an
existing idea — not creative iteration, but the same person wearing slightly different costumes.

Q: What would you change if you saw that happening?

A: The first thing | would do is be very hard on briefs.

In the past, I’'ve joined agencies and reviewed every brief one-on-one with the person writing it, asking annoying
questions. Does this observation tell us anything new or interesting about how we are trying to connect with
someone? Yes, you’ve described a demographic — but who are we actually speaking to? What problem do they
have that needs solving? Agencies are often asked to solve business problems that are not interesting to normal
human beings. If strategy does its job properly, we turn a boring business problem into an interesting human
problem and then work with creative people to solve it. The client may want to sell more ketchup next year — and
there is nothing wrong with that. That is their business. But if the ad is built on the idea that people should buy
more ketchup because the client wants them to, it will not resonate. You need to get to a deeper reason for
people to care. The fundamental question is: why would anyone care about this?

Q: With all the change happening — especially around Al — what is one thing you want to protect?

A: It’s going to sound funny, but I’d advocate for a little bit of inefficiency. Inefficiency can be generative, in the
same way that boredom can be generative. When you give yourself time to wander, you can look at things from
different angles. A lot of Al implementation is driven by efficiency — charging clients less or employing fewer
people. | see it as an opportunity to buy more time to do the difficult human work. When | started my career, |
would often spend a week or two doing research for a pitch. If I’'m honest, the content of that research was rarely
substantially better than what you can get from advanced Al tools in a few minutes today. That can feel
threatening, or it can feel exciting. You can start that research phase with a large part of the groundwork done
instantly and then spend more time thinking about human tensions, contradictions, and meaningful problems.

Q: What grinds your gears in strategy practice?

A: | think the concept of cool hunting and trend watching became too dominant in the early 2000s.

Tracking what is relevant today is useful for the creative process, but it should be a much smaller part of day-to-
day strategic work. Trends are often temporary. | am more comfortable with strategists focusing less on what is
cool this week and more on how culture works this year.

Q: How do you spot a lazy strategist?

A: The biggest sign of a lazy strategist is someone who picks one half of the job and pretends it is the whole job.
Strategy has two main components: learning and leading. Some people love research. They build a 100-slide deck
and drop it on someone’s lap, then blame others when it doesn’t become brilliant work. Others avoid research
completely and want only the big presentation moment. Being good at strategy means doing both. Most
strategists go through a phase where they decide one part is “real strategy” and the other part is the annoying
work they are forced to do. The moment you stop being lazy is when you realize you have to do the entire job.



Q: Is that a result of the person or the system they work in?

A: | think most strategists and agencies spend a lot of time trying to justify their existence, so they end up
conforming to what makes their specific place successful. If you work in an account-driven shop, you will likely
deliver statistics-heavy, crunchy results — data that helps clients approve briefs. If you work in a creative-led
shop, you may end up writing very emotive briefs because that is what leadership and creative teams reward.

It is not entirely on the strategist, but the strategist is often the only person who can say: This emotional idea still
needs to be grounded in observable reality. Or that a statistic is only an observation unless we have explored why
it is happening and developed a theory about how to influence it.

Q: If strategy disappeared tomorrow, what would agencies and clients miss?

A: Some of the most strategic people | have worked with have been creatives, so some teams would still function.
But agencies would be less consistently successful. It would become harder to push back on clients with rationale
rather than opinion. Clients might get what they want, but not necessarily what they need.

Q: What advice would you give your younger self?
A: | was too focused on proving that | was smart. | wanted everyone in the room to know | deserved to be there. |
should have been more focused on whether the work was smart, rather than whether | looked smart.

Q: What is the role of strategy, simply put?

A: Strategy is about increasing the chances of success by narrowing the aperture.

The job is to decide where to focus. If everyone agrees on where to focus, there is a better chance of solving the
right problem. Many bad pieces of work are not bad because of execution — they are bad because the team did
not know what they were trying to do.

Q: What is your view on frameworks in strategic practice?

A: Frameworks are tools for explaining or organizing, not tools for thinking. You can tell when someone mistakes a
framework for a thinking tool because they stop considering ideas that do not fit the structure. If you use
something like the 4Cs as a checklist rather than an organizing method, you will miss interesting insights. The
insight should inform the brief — it should be everywhere in the thinking, not isolated in a box. You should be able
to explain what you are saying in a couple of sentences in any meeting or on any slide.

Q: What is the weirdest or most controversial perception of strategists?

A: | think the worst thing strategists sometimes define themselves as is “the smart ones.” There needs to be a mix
of insecurity and arrogance — leaning too heavily into the idea that strategists are the smartest people in the
room can actually reduce good outcomes. Another damaging perception is that strategists are the “fun police” —
people who kill ideas with logic or data. We should not kill ideas. We should try to understand why someone is
excited about them before giving feedback.

Q: Final thoughts on the state of strategy right now?

A: The best time to build a career in strategy is when everything feels like it is exploding. | owe my career to the era
when social media upended marketing and advertising. | got my first strategy job because they needed someone
young enough to explain how Facebook worked. There is a moment when a field is new enough that only people
immersed in it can explain it to others. We are in another huge moment of disruption now. It is a difficult time for
the industry, with legacy agencies closing, layoffs happening, and uncertainty everywhere. But if strategy is
something you find interesting, this may be one of the best times to build a career in it. Things will change, and
whenever things change, opportunity appears.

Going forward, the core principles of strategy will remain the same. Someone will still need to figure out how
those principles apply to new ways of connecting, learning, and making decisions about products and brands.



