
 

 
 
Module Three, The Project Lifecycle 
Video One, The Kick-Off 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: First of all, the purpose of a kick-off. Why exactly 
does everyone all need to get together to discuss the project? Second of all, 
we’ll talk about the key players that are involved in the kick-off. Third, we’ll 
go through the anatomy of a creative brief and why it is so critically 
important to executing great creative. And then finally, you’ll learn what you 
must get before the meeting ends. 
 
The purpose of a kick-off. I’m actually going to begin by noting that this 
process of kick-offs and reviews is always utilized in agencies and in-house 
creative departments, but not always with some of your freelance clients. In 
fact, you may find that your freelance clients are so unfamiliar with creative 
projects that they may not know about kick-offs, creative briefs or creative 
reviews at all. In that case, it will be up to you to guide them through the 
process and you’ll find this information especially important. Now, as we 
went over in the last module, the kick- off is the meeting in which the 
project manager or whoever it is that is responsible for the project, explains 
the goals, strategy and desired outcome for the project to the designer, 
copywriter and any other pertinent team members.  
 
Part of the purpose of a kick-off is to get the entire team on the same page 
about what’s needed and what’s wanted when it comes to how this project is 
executed. And “team” often involves more than just you and your design 
partner. The kick-off should have all of the project’s key stakeholders there; 
that is, anyone whose job is involved in meeting the goals that the project 
will meet. Everyone who has a stake in the project. This will obviously 
include you, your designer and the project manager, but might also include a 
number of other people. And because all of these people have different 
viewpoints and different needs from the product, the kick-off helps to get 
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everyone in agreement about the goals, strategy and how the project will be 
executed.  
 
If you’ll be working on a print piece, you may be discussing budget or 
production and if it’s an interactive project, you may discuss file sizing 
constraints, functionality and development resources. A major portion of the 
kick-off will revolve around reviewing and discussing the creative brief, 
which will ensure that everyone is in agreement about the project and that 
you and your design partner fully understand what’s expected of the project.  
 
The key players or the key stakeholders are those who hold a stake in the 
results of the project. The first attendees of a kick-off will obviously be you 
as the copywriter, your graphic design partner and the person kicking off the 
project. For our purposes, we’ll refer to that person throughout these videos 
as the “project manager” but their title may actually be brand manager or 
product manager. If that project manager is the final decision maker, as 
might be the case for creative teams within a company, the project manager 
fulfills the role of client. If his or her boss has the final say, then that person 
would fulfill the role of client. It’s especially important in this scenario to 
understand who truly has the final say. For a creative agency however, the 
client is actually an external company hiring the agency to produce creative. 
In this case, the clients might be at the kick-off for major projects or 
campaigns, but generally not for smaller projects. A project manager within 
the agency will usually kick off these smaller projects. At a big agency, you 
may really only see your client at the very beginning or very end of a 
campaign, depending on your role and on the size of the agency.  
 
The key players could also include a development resource, a traffic 
resource and a production resource. Development or developers are the 
people who are in charge of doing the technical building, the coding, of an 
online or interactive project. Once the designer has created a layout, it’s up 
to the developers to create the programming code that actually makes it 
possible to put the project online. Because of this role, developers are also 
sometimes called software engineers, programmers or coders. Traffic is the 
person who keeps track of the job schedule. The traffic person is usually 
found at a bigger agency or at a company that has a large in-house creative 
team and they are responsible for keeping projects on time and on track. 
They figure out when a project needs to be done, when it needs to go to the 
printer or when it needs to go to the developer, and what your priorities are 
when you have multiple projects to work on. The best traffic people are 
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tough taskmasters, but they’re a great resource to help you manage your 
schedule.  
 
The production resource is the person who facilitates the actual production 
of a print piece. These people are the experts when it comes to what you can 
do with a piece like direct mail including what kind of folds you can do, 
what kinds of paper stock you need, what the price might be, what the 
mailing costs might be. They’re usually the liaison with the printer and with 
the fulfillment house. The fulfillment house is the people who put a direct 
mail piece, brochure or booklet all together and who mail it out. Production 
also typically has insight into requirements for other print projects like 
magazines and newspaper ads. They are another invaluable resource.  
 
The anatomy of a creative brief. (Now’s a great time to refer to your action 
sheet with your creative brief template.) Well, the creative brief’s main 
purpose is to be a reference point for the fundamental points of the project, 
including the strategy, the benefit to consumer, the next step, the business 
objective and how many versions they’d like to see. As you can see, these 
are the most important points to putting together an effective project and 
why it’s so crucial that a creative brief be filled out thoroughly and well. If 
you don’t have this information, you can’t possibly put together good 
creative! Another function of the creative brief, since it serves to get 
everyone on the same page and in agreement about these elements. is that it 
serves to cover everyone’s butts.  
 
As long as you execute on what they’ve given you on the brief, you’ve done 
your job, even if the project manager changes his mind later about what he 
wants the project to be. It does happen sometimes that you’ll present 
something in the creative review and then through discussion and re-
thinking, the scope of the original project changes. And that’s okay, it 
happens. But because you delivered on what they asked you for in the brief, 
you did your job. And if a project manager should reference something that 
they wanted but that isn’t in the brief, you can point that out because you 
had no way to know. But, by the same token, the brief also covers the 
project manager’s butt. If you miss something in the brief and don’t carry 
that through to your creative, the project manager is well within his rights to 
point that out a something you missed. The project manager did his job, but 
you did not do yours. The brief provides the written proof of everything that 
was agreed upon for the project. So follow your creative brief carefully! 
 



4	  

The things a creative brief needs to include: The creative brief; as you’ll see 
in your action sheets, it isn’t a very long document but the items within it are 
very important. The creative brief should explain to you what the project is 
all about. You need to know what the benefit to consumer is, since you 
certainly can’t create an effective piece without leading with the benefit. 
You also need to know exactly who you’re writing to. Who is the target 
audience? The target audience can never just be “everyone”—there must be 
some narrowing down of exactly what type of people this project and 
product are geared toward. What is the next step that they want the target 
audience to take when they get your creative? Do they want them to click 
through the banner ad? Or do they want them to physically come into a 
store?  
 
Also, the project needs to tell you what the business objectives are. What is 
the company hoping to get out of this creative. More purchases? More 
subscribers? More website visitors? You also need to know what the 
deliverables are. That is, what are they expecting you to deliver? An email? 
A brochure? An ad? What kind of project is it? Does it combine multiple 
elements? For example, a project could include an email, the email’s landing 
page and a promotional banner ad, all centered around the same promotion, 
product and benefit. You need to know if the project manager is expecting 
multiple versions, either to choose from among or to test against each other. 
You also need to know the history leading up to the project. If the company 
has done similar projects in the past, how have those done? And have any of 
your competitors done anything similar? Previous creative and competitive 
creative helps you to refine your work to make sure it’s even more effective.  
 
The creative brief is going to contain your guidelines for creating the project 
so make sure you’re completely clear on everything in it. If you’re not clear 
on why they’re requesting something or what a term means, ask. I cannot 
stress that strongly enough. You can’t deliver good copy if you don’t 
understand what you’re supposed to deliver. Kick-offs are not the time to be 
shy. You and your designer will be working off of this creative brief, so the 
kick-off is the best time to ask your questions and get clear on anything 
that’s fuzzy. You are an expert and part of your job as an expert is to make 
sure that you get all the ingredients you need in order to create an effective 
piece. If you were a chef, and you were only given flour and butter to make 
a cake, you’d have to ask for the rest of the ingredients in order to execute. 
In the same way, as a copywriter, if you’re just given the next step and the 
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business objective but no benefit to consumer and no target audience, you 
can’t execute either. So this is your time now to ask for it.  
 
What you need before you leave that meeting: To restate, do not leave the 
kick-off without getting all of your questions answered. I’m really 
hammering this home because it’s very common when you first get started 
to just take the information in the creative brief, listen to everything that’s 
said, and then leave without asking the questions because you assume you 
can figure it out. If you don’t ask questions, you’re going to execute 
incorrectly and then you will have wasted your time, the designer’s time and 
then, later, your project manager’s time in the creative review when it’s clear 
your project doesn’t meet the objectives. You can also always ask questions 
later if more issues come up, though—don’t think that this is your only 
access to your project manager. But if you have open questions during the 
kick-off, ask them.  
 
You also can’t leave the kick-off without knowing the creative review date 
and who will make the final decision about the creative. The creative review 
is the meeting in which the project manager evaluates the creative that you 
have put together for him. So, of course, you need to know what this date is 
before you leave the kick-off meeting because this is going to affect how 
long you and your designer have for concepting, designing and writing, and 
reviewing the layout together. You’ll want to build out that timing backward 
from the creative review. You also need to know who’s going to make the 
final decision about the creative. Will it be the project manager who kicked 
off the project, or will it be his boss? Or someone else?  
 
Before you leave the kickoff, be sure that there is a clear consensus among 
all attendees about everything that was discussed. If not, everyone is going 
to remember things differently and you can’t possibly execute on everyone’s 
different expectations. For whatever reason, it often ends up being the 
copywriter’s job to do this. You’re going to have lots of projects and lots of 
clients where the kick-off is smooth sailing and in which everyone agrees 
with no problem at all. But every once in a while, you’ll have a kick-off 
where people are saying different things than what’s in the creative brief and 
will be answering questions differently. Go ahead and take it upon yourself 
to get everyone on the same page. (After all, if you don’t, you can’t be sure 
anyone else will!) You can even say, “Okay, let’s open up the creative brief 
document if we need to make changes while we’re all here to agree on it.” 
Again, don’t be afraid to do this. It’s part of your job and, because you take 
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care of these miscommunication sessions, part of what makes you especially 
valuable. 
 
Next steps! You’ve mastered the kick-off, and now it’s time to move on to 
brainstorming with your design partner. Head over to video 2!  
 


