
Many dream of forming their own business, one that would blos-
som into a highly successful company without losing sight of its vivac-
i t y. Chris Snell — president of creative services at inChord Commu-
nications Inc., and a founding partner of Gerbig,
S n e l l / Weisheimer & Associates, now a division of
inChord — is one of those rare individuals who
can revel in realizing that dream.

From the start, Mr. Snell and his original
business partners, Bob Gerbig and
Rick We i s h e i m e r, sought to be an
independent voice, to have control
over their destiny. Their goal was to
create an agency that was productive
and professional in its approach, but
also a fun place to work. “When my
partners and I founded GSW 25 years
ago, we created a unique culture that is friendly
and pretty laid back, and yet very results oriented,”
M r. Snell says.

The laid-back attitude is apparent in the way Mr. Snell
conducts his life, both inside and outside the office, from riding a
Harley-Davidson motorcycle in his free time, to sharing his office with
Cleo, a four-month-old Jack Russell puppy, which is named for the
advertising awards.

The results-oriented approach is just as clear. GSW, located in Colum-
bus, Ohio, is the largest independent communications organization in the
healthcare arena, and boasts a long list of highly prestigious clients.

For the two approaches to come together effectively and last-
i n g l y, the company needed a defined goal, as well as peo-

ple who could work together as a team, and yet
maintain their own space and mission.

“My two original partners and I had worked
together in the past, and one of the
things that was appealing was our
unique chemistry,” Mr. Snell says. “We
knew enough about each other’s roles to
cover for each other if necessary, and yet
we all had distinctly different talents.
One of the partners had a public relations
background, one had account experience,

and I had the creative background. So none of us
could tell the others what to do, and ultimately that is

why we enjoyed such longevity in the relationship.” 
For Mr. Snell, the attraction to healthcare was the importance

of the industry’s products and services in improving and saving lives.
“When my partners and I first went into business, we delved into a

number of different areas — some consumer work, some business-to-
business, and some healthcare, mostly hospital and a medical associa-

THE ROA D S TA RTS HERE.

IT N EV E R E N D S .

After 25 years of rolling down the cre at i ve highway,
Ch ris Sn e l l still gets a charge out of ex p l o ring 
n ew and out-of-the-box marketing solutions 

for his agency and his client s.
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tion,” Mr. Snell says. “One of the things that
was attractive to us was the ability to work on
products and services that make a difference
in people’s lives. The healthcare industry
offers something that an agency can get its
teeth into, that the individual can believe in,
and have passion about. That was a big appeal
for us.”

To Mr. Snell, another appealing aspect is
the diverse opportunities to be creative. 

“ Work in the healthcare industry, from a
creative standpoint, doesn’t all have to be sci-
ence and pharmacology,” he says. “We have
opportunities and abilities to offer creative
solutions in a very wide variety of venues —
print, broadcast, exhibits, interactive. It’s a
very challenging and diverse arena.”

THE BIG BREAK
Every successful business has that defining

moment or opportunity when the hard work,
pitches, and ideas pan out and bring in that
big account. For GSW, Mr. Snell says, that
standout client was Abbott Laboratories. 

“Abbott really gave us our significant

start,” Mr. Snell says. “Bob Gerbig got us an
invitation to go to the Abbott hospital prod-
ucts division and we presented them with
some ideas on how to promote a particular line
of pharmaceuticals. We put a lot into that
pitch, gained a lot of attention with our ideas,
and ultimately did quite a bit of work with
the hospital products division and also with
the corporate division of Abbott. That deal
helped us to attract the attention of other
pharmaceutical companies.”

Among those other pharmaceutical clients
were two prominent and exciting creative
opportunities. 

“From a creative point of view, being
involved with the launch of Rhinocort
( A s t r a Z e n e c a ’s allergy medication) was excit-
ing and rewarding,” Mr. Snell says. “Rhinocort
was coming into a very crowded allergy mar-
ketplace, but we helped them launch with a
unique message. It moved AstraZeneca quick-
ly into a leadership position in the category. ”

Another coup for the agency was winning
the Eli Lilly and Co. business in 1997. “I
equated winning the Lilly business to a David
taking on some pretty big Goliaths,” Mr. Snell
says. “As our relationship with Lilly evolved,
the agency began to take on more and more
business, and that was very rewarding. It put
us on the map.”

Part of the agency’s appeal to clients, Mr.
Snell maintains, is its agility. “We are an inde-
pendent voice, and that’s very rare right now
in the marketplace. We have the opportunity
to do things quickly, without having to go
through several layers of approval.”

A DEPA RTMENT OF ONE
When GSW began its operations, the cre-

ative department was a department of one —
M r. Snell. “From the get go I was the creative
department, so initially I wore a lot of hats,”
he recalls. “As we added business, my role
expanded. I continued to work on creative
assignments, but I also began to seek out and
recruit talent, to put processes in place to
ensure that work was done correctly, and at the
quality level we wanted.”

From the start, Mr. Snell has striven to fos-
ter an environment that engenders creativity,
and encourages out-of-the-box thinking —
from the décor of the office, to the creative
staff he hires. In addition to an eclectic collec-
tion of artwork decorating the walls at
inChord, the creative staff enjoy an almost

J U LY 2001. Pre s i d e nt of cre at i ve serv i ces at inCh o rd Co m m u n i cations Inc.In 2001,The Ge r b i g,

Sn e l l / Weisheimer family of companies announced its new ident i ty: i n Ch o rd, enabling the

o rg a n i z ation to establish gre ater awa reness of its broad spe ct rum of capabilities and its

d e m o n s t rated ability to deliver those serv i ces seamlessly across co m p a ny lines.With ca p i t a l-

i zed billings of $630 million in 2001, i n Ch o rd is one of the largest indepe n d e nt co m m u n i ca-

tions org a n i z ations in the wo rl d.M r.Snell is re s ponsible for the re c ru i t m e nt of the cre at i ve,t ra f-

f i c, and prod u ction are a s. The cre at i ve and prod u ction depart m e nts of GSW co m p rise more

than 140 talented individuals, each with a unique backg round of ex pe ri e n ce.

PRESENT TO 1987. In charge of cre at i ve serv i ces at GSW,which in 1987 be came focused on

p h a rm a ce u t i cal acco u nt s, p i c king up eight prod u cts from the Hospital Prod u cts Division of

Ab bott La bo rato ri e s, Vi - Daylin Vitamins and En s u re from Ross La b s, and To p rol-XL fro m

As t ra . Additional assignments from these clients have included Pu l m i co rt and Pu l m i co rt

Re s p u l e s, Rh i n oco rt, and Rh i n oco rt Aq u a .

1 9 7 7 . Together with Bob Gerbig and Rick We i s h e i m e r, M r. Snell purchased the assets of

William Konold & As s oc i ates and opened the doors of Ge r b i g, Sn e l l / Weisheimer & As s oc i-

ates with a staff of six, retaining the Konold clients as a part of the tra n s a ct i o n .

1 9 7 5 . Joined fo rces with Bob Gerbig and Rick Weisheimer at William S.Konold & As s oc i ate s,a n

a dve rtising and public-re l ations firm .Pri m a ry acco u nts included:Doctors Hospitals and the Oh i o

O s te o p athic As s oc i at i o n .The agency won the assignment for all the promotional effo rts for Mu i r-

field Vi l l a g e,the Mu i rfield Village Golf Cl u b,a major deve l o p m e nt,and the Me m o rial to u rn a m e nt

( p a rt of the PGA tour) designed and underw ri t ten by Columbus nat i ve Jack Nickl a u s.

1 9 7 4 . Moved to Swisher et al, a regional agency and was cre at i ve dire ctor for a va ri e ty of

consumer and business-to-business acco u nt s.

1 9 7 2 . Joined J.W. To l l ey and As s oc i ates as an art dire cto r. J WT was an adve rtising agency

owned by Columbia Bro a d ca s t i n g, which spe c i a l i zed in national adve rtising for deve l o p-

m e nt and re a l - e s t ate acco u nt s. Cl i e nts of note included the launch of Red Roof Inns, a

n ational lodging chain,The Kl i n g beil Co m p a ny, and Ohio National Ba n k .

E D U CAT I O N : 1972 TO 1968. Four years of inte n s i ve study in art and adve rtising design at

the Columbus College of Art and De s i g n . Du ring art school studies, i nte rned at Bayer and

Co. as a full-serv i ce pri nter in the art depart m e nt learning prod u ction skills and designing

for a va ri e ty clients for the co m p a ny.

1 9 7 2 . Awa rded a bachelor of fine arts degree from Columbus College of Art and De s i g n

1968 TO 1966. Studied business administration and art at Ohio St ate Un i ve r s i ty 

Ch ris Sn e l l’s aim is to nurt u re the 
c u l t u re that he has helped develop 

at the agency.

Blazing a tra i l
CHRIS SNELL - RESUME
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home-like environment where they can mull
ideas and contemplate strategies.

When it comes to recruiting staff, Mr. Snell
looks for talent from many different arenas. “I
d o n ’t necessarily try to seek individuals who
have a significant pharmaceutical background
for creative positions,” he says. “I may want
someone who has worked on consumer brands,
who can look at a project from the point of view
of the consumer. I believe that whoever a prod-
uct is aimed at — be it a physician, a nurse, a
pharmacist — there are ways to communicate
with them that will gain their attention.”

To encourage innovative thinking, Mr. Snell
tries to employ a hands-off approach. “The
main thing I tell people, is I do not hover,” Mr.
Snell says. “I let people do what they do best
without looking over their shoulder. I’m not
going to dictate what they do. If someone has
something they need to talk about, or an idea to
run by me, my door is open.”

THE “ B I L L I O N - D O L LA R”
Q U E S T I O N

As the industry becomes more and more
competitive, the onus is on healthcare agencies
to offer ideas and solutions to their clients that
are innovative and tackle the problems their
pharmaceutical clients face.

“Agencies can no longer just offer tradi-
tional solutions,” Mr. Snell says. “It is crucial
to look across the entire communication chan-
nel for innovative ways to deliver the message.

A journal ad, a sales aid, or direct mail, may
not necessarily fit anymore as the main way to
c o m m u n i c a t e . ”

Of equal import is understanding the
c l i e n t ’s audience. “An agency that doesn’t lis-
ten is going down the wrong path, which will
frustrate the client and undermine the client-
agency relationship,” he says.

“ We have found it very helpful to build a
partnership credo going into the relationship
with a client,” Mr. Snell says. “Once an agree-
ment has been reached, the next step is to put
what was agreed upon into practice, then go
through regular evaluations where the client
grades us and we grade the client. We have
found that honest exchange ultimately builds
a great working relationship. We have that
with every client of record today. ”

Regardless of how creative an agency’s
ideas and solutions are, nothing will move for-
ward unless the client is willing to embrace
change. “We’re starting to see our clients
increasingly willing to take risks creatively, ”
he says. “One example is the work we had
done for Prozac, where we used icons to com-
municate the message.”

Another example Mr. Snell offers is the

work he and the agency did for Rhinocort.
“Presenting an image of a rhinoceros and a
butterfly was probably a little risky at the
time, especially for a brand that was going
into a crowded market. But ultimately that
willingness on the part of the client to take a
risk has paid off with some excellent results.”

For agencies to maintain their success, they
need to be innovative, and in that way they are
no different from their clients. “The healthcare
industry has to deliver out-of-the-box products
and services to the marketplace, and it’s much
the same for us in that we need to deliver out-
of-the-box marketing solutions,” he says. 

LESSONS IN CREAT I V I TY
In addition to his many roles at GSW and

inChord, Mr. Snell is a member of the faculty at
the Columbus College of Art and Design,
where he teaches graduating seniors conceptual
design for about six to eight weeks a semester. 

Hardly surprisingly, Mr. Snell’s experience
in the agency world rubs off on his academic
role. “I try to bring the real world into teach-
ing, and some of my assignments sometimes
are healthcare based,” Mr. Snell comments.
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W H AT CHALLENGES DO HEALT H CARE AGENCIES FACE IN AN

EVO LVING INDUSTRY ?

One is re g u l at i o n s,and this may be re g u l ation by the FDA,or self re g-

u l at i o n .I ’m not sure that we have seen all the adjustments that will

be made in dire ct - to - consumer adve rt i s i n g,or how physicians can be

p ro m o ted to. Another challenge for any agency in the healthca re

i n d u s t ry is how nimble they can be, h ow quickly they can adjust not

only to the marke t p l a ce, but also to the needs of the client s. For us,

being indepe n d e nt gives us a gre at deal of agility. The other chal-

lenge with any agency is having the ability to offer global solutions.

Agencies ca n’t think just U.S.,t h ey have to be able to think on a glob-

al basis.

W H AT UNIQUE SOLUTIONS DOES INCHORD OFFER ITS

H E A LT H CARE CLIENTS ?

Within inCh o rd we have a number of diffe re nt areas and co m p a n i e s

t h at we can wo rk with. Blue Di e s e l , the inte ra ct i ve co m p a ny, is an

ex a m p l e.Blue Diesel can offer sales training via the Inte rn e t,and they

can also tie in with SG Ma d i s o n ,which is our medical education co m p a ny.

Even five years ago that didn’t ex i s t, and a pharm a ce u t i cal co m p a ny

would have to co n s t a ntly send new mate rials out via more tra d i t i o n a l

m e t h ods of co m m u n i cation to its salesfo rce. Now we can have changes

made to a co m m u n i cation process in a day and deliver that via the Inte r-

n e t, and also deliver it via secure, e n c ry p ted site s. Another example is the

n ewly fo rmed Y Brand Outloo k ,a New Yo rk Ci ty-based group that ope n e d

in early 2002 to provide strategic consulting and branding serv i ce s.The six

s pe c i a l ty co m m u n i cation companies under the inCh o rd umbre l l a , e a c h

maintaining their individual brand and identity, include Gerbig,

Sn e l l / Weisheimer — a full-serv i ce adve rtising and PR agency based in

Co l u m b u s, Oh i o, s e rving both No rth Am e ri ca and Eu ro pe ; Blue Diesel —

an inte ra ct i ve and Web deve l o p m e nt agency based in Co l u m b u s, Oh i o ;

Cre at i ve He a l t h ca re Solutions (CHS) — a prod u ct management outsourc-

ing firm based in Sco t t s d a l e, Ari z . ; Palio Co m m u n i cations — a full-serv i ce

a dve rtising agency based in Sa ratoga Sp ri n g s,N . Y. ;S . G .Madison — a med-

i cal education and co m m u n i cation firm based in Irv i n g, Tex a s ; a n d

Health Process Ma n a g e m e nt (HPM) — a data analytics and manage-

Nav i g ating a long and winding ro a d
IN AN EXC LUSIVE INTERV I EW WITH PHARMAVO I C E, CHRIS SNELL, PRESIDENT OF CREATIVE SERVICES 

AT INCHORD CO M M U N I CATIONS INC.TALKS ABOUT THE CREATIVE CHALLENGES THE INDUSTRY FAC E S .

For Ch ris Sn e l l, the at t ra ction to the hea
p h a rm a ce u t i cal industry’s prod u cts and
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“My goal with the students is to present them
with projects that will force them to think, to
search a little deeper into their creative soul —
I really feel I’ve had some pretty good success.”

As with any relationship there is some give
and take, and for Mr. Snell and GSW the take
has been in the discovery of talent. “I’ve found
some exceptionally talented people at the
school, and we’ve brought them under our
roof,” Mr. Snell says. “We have a pretty diverse
creative offering at inChord, partially as a
result of my involvement at the college.”

Part of the attraction to teaching at the col-
lege is that it is Mr. Snell’s alma mater, and the
professional home of one of the people who has
had a huge influence on his creative life.

“Probably one of the most inspirational
people in my life, and I didn’t really realize it

until I had graduated, was the dean of the
school at the time, Joseph Canzani,” Mr. Snell
says. “He taught color concepts, but more
importantly his vision for the school and the
training he offered was to focus on the funda-
mentals — learn how to draw, understand
c o l o r, and understand how to develop creative
ideas. No matter how a student applied those
fundamentals when they left school, those
foundations held true. I didn’t realize how
much that meant until I got out of college.” 

Creativity goes beyond an ability to draw,
or write, Mr. Snell says. “It’s about a vision,
and in that way I have been inspired by many
of the people I work with. I am very inspired
by our CEO and chairman Blane Wa l t e r. His
ideas and thinking mesh very well with where
the industry will go in the future.”

A GOOD BA LA N C E
While Mr. Gerbig and Mr. We i s h e i m e r

have both retired, Mr. Snell continues to be
motivated and excited by the creative oppor-
tunities that GSW and inChord offer.

But he also has learned to balance his work
life with recreation. “I try to leave the office at
the office,” he says.

That leaves time for other pursuits — some

summer boating, plenty of reading, and riding
his Harley-Davidson.

“What I like most about riding is that it
forces me to focus on what I’m doing — I need
to keep my mind on the road,” he explains.
“Riders can’t let their minds go wandering
into what’s going on at work, or what’s going
on at home, or anything like that, because if
they do, they better get off the road. A motor-
cycle will go where its rider looks, which
means it’s really important to keep that focus.
It has trained me to be more focused in every
aspect of life.”

He endeavors to put that focused approach
into practice at the start of every day. “When I
start the day, I try to identify two to three
things that I’m really going to focus on, so I
d o n ’t allow too many other issues to creep in.”

Even after 25 years, Mr. Snell has a passion
for the creative process. “Every once in a while
I get an idea in the middle of the night and it
gets my mind going. When that happens, it’s
almost like a creative high,” he says. 

M r. Snell considers his influence on the
c o m p a n y ’s culture to be as significant as the
a g e n c y ’s creative development. “Culture is
very important to the type of work that we
do,” he says. “My aim is to nurture the culture
we have developed at the agency. I have grown
up with a number of people at GSW and it is
heartening to note that they are practicing the
values that we have worked to bring about.” ✦

Ph a rm a Vo i ce we l comes co m m e nts about this

a rt i c l e. E-mail us at fe e d b a c k @ p h a rm a l i n x . co m .
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m e nt co m p a ny based

in Doy l e s tow n ,Pa .

W H AT ARE T H E

AG E N C Y’S GOA L S ?

Cu rre ntly we are, a s

far as we kn ow, t h e

l a rgest indepe n d e nt

co m m u n i c at i o n s

o rg a n i z ation in the

h e a l t h ca re are n a ,a n d

we will co ntinue to

build on that.We will co ntinue to build a global pre s e n ce in Eu ro pe and Au s-

t ra l a s i a .Howeve r, evolving the co m p a ny’s inte rn ational business will not be

at the ex pense of neglecting business that is under our roof curre nt l y.

W H AT DO YOU ENVISION YOUR KEY ROLE TO BE AS INCHORD

M OVES FORWA R D ?

To expand our brand po rt fo l i o. We wa nt the solutions we offer to our

c l i e nts to be as seamless as possible by wo rking through a single po i nt of

co nt a ct, re g a rdless of which inCh o rd co m p a ny is actually pe rfo rm i n g

the wo rk .

H OW HAVE CLIENT CHALLENGES HELPED THE AGENCY PROV I D E

S O LUTIONS FOR THE FUTURE?

We had one new business client, who early on was ve ry dict ato ri a l . I

n ever could quite figure out why they hired us. It was a case of a ‘just do

as we ask, do as we dire ct’ and I thought they’re paying us a lot of

m o n ey, but they’re not really using our minds. Th e re was not a lot of

i nvo l ve m e nt, f rom our standpo i nt, in market re s e a rch to eva l u ate co n-

ce p t s, and I felt we we re never doing our best wo rk , and that it wa s n’t

in our best inte rest or their bra n d’s inte rest to co nt i n u e. Ul t i m ately it

h e l ped us define co nve r s ations that we would have with a new client

e a rly on, and how we would successfully wo rk with them in the future.

From that sprang our partnership cre d o, which defines what the

c l i e nt’s and agency’s ex pe ct ations are, and establishes a basis for ope n

co m m u n i cat i o n .Th e re will be times when problems ari s e,but in a part-

nership it’s much easier to wo rk through those difficulties and co rre ct

them when eve ryone kn ows what the ex pe ct ations are at the outset.

Those are the re l ationships that will be longstanding.

M r. Sn e l l’s laid back attitude is appare nt in his life,
both inside and outside the office, f rom riding a

Ha rl ey - Davidson moto rcyc l e, to sharing his office
with Cl e o, a fo u r - m o nth-old Jack Russell puppy,

which is named for the adve rtising awa rd s.

M r. Sn e l l’s laid back attitude is appare nt in his life,
both inside and outside the office, f rom riding a

Ha rl ey - Davidson moto rcyc l e, to sharing his office
with Cl e o, a fo u r - m o nth-old Jack Russell puppy,

which is named for the adve rtising awa rd s.

l t h ca re arena was the impo rt a n ce of the
s e rv i ces in improving and saving live s.


