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At the beginning of this year, Clean Sheet Communications moved into 

its swanky new location at Toronto’s Yonge and Bloor Streets. The reloca-

tion to the city centre represents a homecoming of sorts for the agency’s 

two co-founders, Neil McOstrich and Catherine Frank, both of whom had 

lengthy, star-making turns at Palmer Jarvis DBB (now DDB Canada) where 

he was creative director and she was EVP, director of global business. 

“It’s like we’re renegades who went away, and now we’re coming back 

to Madison Avenue,” says McOstrich, who opened Clean Sheet in 2006. 

“But we’re coming back on our dime.” And with a new approach. Like 

many smaller agencies, Clean Sheet has a stripped-down structure that 

promises clients more senior-level collaboration. But more than that, the 

agency’s raison d’être is its hopeful, optimistic approach to creative. “We 

didn’t start the agency in anger or retaliation, like ‘Screw it, I am going to 

hang out my own shingle,’” says McOstrich. “We started the business in 

optimism, in the belief that there was a better way to do it. And I think you 

can see that reflected in the work.”  

That optimism is perhaps most exemplified in the integrated cam-

paign launch for Globalive’s WIND Mobile, which easily 

could have become a bitch fest about the other wireless 

providers and their restrictive contracts. Rather, the cam-

paign aims to create a consumer movement of positive 

change by celebrating people’s ideas for wireless.  

“Hope sells, and it always has. It is one of the things 

we have undervalued in the industry,” says Frank. “If you 

are chasing profile and award judges, you can do that by 

being edgy, by being provocative. That’s because the 

industry has historically awarded standing out as opposed to standing 

for something. But if you’re really about making your clients successful, 

having a more optimistic view tends to better inspire both internal and 

external audiences.”

Clean Sheet also arrives at Toronto’s epicentre on a roll, with wins for 

WIND Mobile, enormous dairy processor Saputo, Janes Food and Cen-

tury Investments, in reviews over larger competition (the agency now 

has about 35 staff). “We kind of clean sheeted the [other agencies],” says 

McOstrich. The agency also won three golds and one silver at the 2010 

CMA (Canadian Marketing Association) awards and was named by Profit 

magazine as one of the top 50 fastest-growing companies in the country.

And by that, he means they came at the work not as a boutique creative 

shop—which he says many people in the industry pigeonholed them as—

but as an agency that will oversee every element, no matter how small, of 

a client’s brand. When it pitched for Chippery’s packaging assignment, 

for example, Clean Sheet went in with blank packages (which saved them 

money on expensive mock-ups.) “We said, ‘You’re starting on the wrong 

side of the pack. You should start on the back of the pack. If you have the 

positioning and excitement of the story of the brand, that will make not 

just the packaging easier but everything else,’” says Frank. 

Of course, Clean Sheet has no packaging division (or even in-house 

experts). Instead, it brings in various partners to pull off assignments, 

choosing to work with the very best talent in packaging, field activa-

tion, PR and so on, while overseeing the overall brand. “We knew we had 

two options in launching the agency,” says McOstrich. “We could have 

thrown away everything we were good at, which is doing work of signifi-

cance for clients of significance, or we could figure out ways to act as big 

as that company which has 400 people.”

Frank says the model also takes into consideration the new economy. 

“The model we built the business on recognizes that some of the most 

talented people don’t want to work in the confines of an agency structure 

but rather in entrepreneurial companies that are committed to their disci-

plines,” she says. “And some of the most visionary clients 

are creating teams with the best people in all disciplines. 

They have the brand agency manage those teams so ev-

eryone is collaborating and operating at the optimal level.”

Removed from the confines of the multinationals they 

used to be a part of, McOstrich and Frank are also focused 

on being brand stewards who pay equal attention to de-

sign and copy. “[Advertising veteran and Clean Sheet con-

sultant] Dennis Bruce talks about this thing called tyranny 

of the visual, this whole feeling that if there are words left in your commu-

nications somehow it is a failure. The fact that the advertising world has 

always distilled everything down to visuals is ridiculous,” says McOstrich. 

“Somehow in our business we’re supposed to think that words don’t mat-

ter. But the most important documents in the world actually use words.”

Clean Sheet also has its own important document—the Horseshoe 

Hand Grenade Award, which hangs on the wall and aims to motivate the 

staff to punch higher than their weight. It reads: “Given to the runner-up 

of our new business pitch. In recognition for all your hard work, expense 

and otherwise fruitless efforts in pursuit of our account.” 

With its new location, ambition and optimistic outlook, you’d better 

believe Clean Sheet aims to play spoiler in years to come. “We feel our 

best days are ahead,” says McOstrich. 

Chris Daniels is freelance writer, based in Markham, Ont., who often covers 

the Canadian advertising industry (chris@chrisdaniels.ca).
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Rather than being fuelled by anger, Clean Sheet is a boutique agency that thrives on optimism. Its principals are buoyed 

by the belief that there is a better way to do things; that it is better to stand for something than it is to just stand out. 
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•See more Clean Sheet work on appliedartsmag.com•
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1 Globalive’s WIND Mobile, 2009: The campaign launch paid tribute to the Canadians who shared what they wanted with the country’s fourth wireless pro-

vider. Campaign elements included black-and-white cinema ads and a 25-foot statue of a Winston Churchill-like figure holding a cell phone, which was planted 

in cities across Canada. Clean Sheet also filmed people on pedestals and posted the videos online to stimulate conversation. “One of our ‘aha’ moments was 

that this campaign couldn’t be negative,” says Neil McOstrich, co-founder, creative, of Clean Sheet Communications. “We had to turn to the hopeful side.” In 

the lead-up to the campaign, candid camera-type viral spots humorously poked fun at the restrictive contracts of the carriers, including one in which a hot dog 

vendor tries to charge “extra fees” on everything from the bun to the condiments. 
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1 Go RVing Canada, 2008: The budget didn’t allow for the filming of sweeping, cinematic vistas, so Clean Sheet created an ad that communicated the emo-

tional benefits of RVing. “Never confuse the technology that connects us with the moments that keep us together,” says a voiceover in the broadcast spot, which 

shows that a family can be in the same house yet seems world apart. “The ad is a Disney-esque kind of moment and that is okay with me,” says McOstrich. “I 

don’t feel like all this creative has to be on the cutting edge.” Online, the agency used a travel-like convention to also convey those benefits (ie., the journey from 

being a “father” to being “Dad” again).

2 CMC Markets, 2010: Artful images materialize from financial charts in this spot for CMC Markets, which communicates that its customers can also trade 

global currency (in this case, the Yen). Pithy headlines conspire to create financial advertising that feels like anything but

3 Chippery, 2006: Up against formidable packaging companies, Clean Sheet won the packaging assignment for the potato chip manufacturer with only 

the brand story on the back of a blank white package. “We said, ‘If you like the story we created for you on the back better than [the other firms’] designs on 

the front, give us the business—and then we’ll find a design that lives up to the writing on the back,’” recalls McOstrich. Distinct illustrations and quirky flavour 

names enriched the brand story, while unique product stations distinguished Chippery from competition in-store.



A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E  [ P O R T F O L I O ]0 0  

1 a

1 b



A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E  [ P O R T F O L I O ] 0 0  

2

1 Royal Ottawa Hospital (now Royal Ottawa Mental Health Centre/Foundation), 2006: With six months to go, the Royal Ottawa Hospital still needed 

to raise $10 million for a new facility. Clean Sheet created ads that ran in the Ottawa Citizen, asking for the $10 million needed in the voice of the very diseases 

the hospital seeks to cure: addiction and depression. A second phase of ads featured an image of the brain and conveyed to potential donors how their minds 

would process their charitable act of giving. The campaign raised $15 million in six months, with 60 per cent of all the donors giving for the first time.

2 Canadian Liver Foundation, 2007: The dangers of drinking too much alcohol, bad food choices and mixing medications are exposed with provocative 

imagery in these ads for the foundation’s LIVERight campaign.
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1 Responsible Gaming Council, 2009: What better way to engage someone who may be on the road to a gambling addiction than with an actual game? 

Clean Sheet integrated six telltale signs of a gambling habit within the pattern of a playing card. The face of a watch without hands, for instance, connotes 

losing track of time while playing. “This campaign targeted people who are on the road to a gambling problem but don’t yet realize it,” says Catherine Frank, 

co-founder, business strategy, for Clean Sheet. “We couldn’t hit the message directly, otherwise they would take it as finger wagging and think, ‘That’s not me.’ 

So the game helped us talk to those people.” 

1 Elections Ontario, 2006: Clean Sheet wanted to bring more emotion to the act of voting, so the agency created this icon that could be used in even the 

driest of informative pieces, from direct mail registration postcards to polling station lists. “We like to create these iconographies and connect the information 

to the motivation,” says McOstrich. The campaign included TV ads that used humour to show situations where people speak inappropriately on others’ behalf.

3 Jane Goodall Institute of Canada, 2007: For this public service campaign, the atrocities that befall man’s nearest living relative, the chimpanzee, and the 

urgent need for help are summoned up succinctly: Human See. Human Do. “Even though we’re a small company and we’re trying to win big businesses, we 

make lots of time for pro-bono work,” says McOstrich.
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4 Sentry Investments, 2010: After the government legislated income trusts out of existence, Sentry Investments repositioned itself as a company focused on 

long-term investment value. Clean Sheet created a new logo, as well as a book that tells the story of the company. “We do a lot these documents for our clients 

and we find they love them,” says McOstrich. “It’s not a 200-page consultant report that nobody can read, but rather an easy and relevant read that anyone in 

the company can understand.” 


