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Disruption as a 
legitimate approach in 
contemporary advertising

In the 21st century the advertising 
landscape is cluttered. Digital screens, 
posters, TV, online platforms and social 
media are inundated with sponsored 
messages. 

So how can you make sure your message 
reaches your target audience?



Disruptive advertising is any creative 
campaign that breaks out of the 
typical industry approach in a way that 
transcends traditional advertising.



Disruption is not just an idea or 
principle applied to solely to 
advertising.



Historically the telephone, printing,
transcontinental railways, economic 
booms and busts, the automobile, 
electrification, satellite communications, 
air travel, the internet, smartphones, 
space travel and computers have all 
played a role in disrupting the behaviour
of people and businesses.



The advertising disruption concept was 
introduced in 1992 by TBWA’s chairman
Jean-Marie Dru. It is a radical change in 
the marketplace brought about by the 
overturning of existing conventions. The 
term ‘creative disruption’ has both 
marketing and business applications.



On 1st May 1992 he launched the 
Disruption concept, as a marketing tool, 
by simultaneously publishing a full-page 
ad headlined ‘Disruption’ in the Wall 
Street Journal, the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
and Le Figaro. It explained BDDP’s (now 
TBWA) disruptive methodology.



BDDP full page
advertisement

Wall Street Journal, 
1992.



In the 1990’s the term disruption, was 
defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as 
‘disturbance or problems which interrupt an 
event, activity or process’ and the word had 
a negative connotation. 

The term can also be traced in French back 
to 1749 within the Encyclopedia of Buffon, 
connecting it to the Latin ‘disrumpere’, 
meaning ‘break in pieces’.



However, Dru identified ‘disruption’ 
to be a creative opportunity.

His Disruption concept refers to the 
process of breaking conventions to 
accelerate movement to the future, 
without cutting off from the past.

As a methodology, it is a progressive 
technique to accelerate change.



For Jean-Marie Dru, Disruption, as a 
practical concept, is about bringing 
radical change, as opposed to 
incremental, linear change.



Disruption signals a departure from 
the usual.

Disruptive messaging interrupts the 
mediocrity in the deluge of advertising  
an audience is likely to encounter.

Creative disruption helps disturb
the normal flow of marketing 
messages whereby the target 
audience pauses to consider the 
message they have received.



This is done because audiences have a 
lower attention span than ever and are 
unlikely to invest time in things they 
consider unworthwhile or unremarkable.

Disruptive advertising can create an 
initial impact that traditional methods fall 
short of achieving. It ensures greater
exposure to advertising through various
channels and devices.



Disruptive business models are already 
all around us:

Uber, Airbnb, Facebook, Netflix, Apple, 
Dove, Nike, Red Bull, etc.

Consumers are clever and appreciate
creativity and innovation. Today it is a
matter of leveraging technologies and
channels to reach them.



Techniques to create disruption in advertising are as
boundless as creativity, but they can include:

• Contrasting messages
• Unusual or out of place presentation or placement
• Exaggerated presentation
• Intensely targeted messaging

‘Brands that are perceived to be creative and disruptive 
perform best, generating an average brand value 
growth of 154%’ (Marketing Week)



While the potential is huge, disruptive 
advertising is not without risk. It is 
harder to predict results than with 
traditional or digital advertising. A 
particularly big risk is that it is 
impossible to predict the social or 
economic conditions you will release 
the new advertising into. A news story, 
the political climate, or social media 
can mean your campaign fails.

There are risks



Patagonia

Outdoor and sustainable clothing
company Patagonia applied reverse 
psychology with their ‘Don’t Buy This
Jacket’ campaign in 2011.

They weren’t trying to compound 
people, rather communicate the 
meaningful message of: ‘don’t buy 
something you don’t need.’



Patagonia full page
advertisement

Wall Street Journal, 
2011.





By doing so the company drew 
attention to its brand ethos of crafting 
outdoor gear that was hard-wearing 
and kind to the environment, and their 
other offering – a clothing repair service 
that allows customers to extend the 
usefulness of their Patagonia clothing.
It reinforced their brand values and 
increased customer desire.



Dove’s ‘Real Beauty’ campaigns were 
extremely successful. Seeing a rise
in discourse about unrealistic beauty 
standards in cosmetics advertising, 
Dove created a campaign based 
around the fuller-figured women 
alienated by this marketing. They then 
developed the campaign to challenge 
many other traditional notions of 
beauty. It changed their brand 
perception because it showed women 
happy, healthy versions of themselves.

Dove



Dove done this by questioning gender representations.



Dove done this by questioning beauty ideals.



Dove done this by questioning body image.



Dove done this by questioning photographic retouching.





“‘Authenticity’ is the new ‘storytelling’ of 
advertising. The beauty of this campaign 
is that it’s using the power of its brand to 
reflect and celebrate the authenticity of its 
audience - women - by showcasing real 
people. In the digital age of radical 
transparency, brands can’t hide behind 
their own stories anymore.”
(Rei Inamoto, chief creative officer, AKQA)



In 2020 the fast food brand Burger King 
created a stir with a global campaign that 
showcased its prized Whopper burger 
decaying over a 34-day period.

The international brand McDonalds is their 
direct competition aznd have a much larger 
budget so Burger King use disruptive creative 
ideas to get ahead.

Burger King







As global businesses, brands institutions and 
organisations embrace digital transformation, 
and as the radical reappraisal of business 
models continues, it is likely that the 
Disruption concept will be leveraged by more 
and more brands in order to seek new 
opportunities and gain advantage over their 
business competitors.

The future for disruption



Any questions?



Next lecture:

Storytelling


