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business initiative
The Wonderfactory  
founders Joe McCambley 
(left) and David Link 
decided early on to build 
a business based on cre-
ative discovery and to 
produce work that would 
scratch their itch to climb 
into uncharted territory. 
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Step into The Wonderfactory, and it’ll be an 
experience you won’t forget. Even as the name 
leaves your lips, a childlike curiosity takes 
over. Exit the sterile elevator leading to the 

11th floor, and your imagination will go into overdrive 
as you enter a room where beautifully bound books 
encase you. Look up at the giant golden cord dangling 
in front of your face. Tug it gently, and a passage will 
be revealed to The Wonderfactory’s land—one where 
closets morph into secret conference rooms, where 
superheroes and rockstars are channeled for inspira-
tion, and where page-turning creative discovery is king. 
Let’s not forget the jaw-dropping viral video hit show-
ing what the magazine experience on the iPad could 
be like that this New York City agency churned out 
for Sports Illustrated long before anyone besides Steve 
Jobs and company had even held the device.

Be honest: design’s future 
role with new technology 
can be murky and scary for 
some. But to The Wonder-
factory, it’s full of endless 
opportunities to trail-blaze, 
innovate and inspire. 

Reinventing� �
Wonder
b y  J e s s i c a  K u H n
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Success isn’t a product of luck for The Wonderfac-
tory founders David Link and Joe McCambley. They’ve 
made it a business practice to lead the pack, starting 
in the dotcom era while working for America Online 
and Modem Media together prior to opening up their 
own shop five years ago. It’s about knowing who they 
want to be; plunging toward work that makes them as 
giddy as a first kiss; and designing to show what the 
future could be, rather than waiting for others to get 
there first.

a WOnderful brand Of addictiOn
When it comes to creating interactive content, The 
Wonderfactory proves that addiction isn’t always a 
bad thing. Carrying through the “wonder” in every 
aspect of the firm is essential—from the workspace 
the founders designed, to client interactions and the 
type of work the 35-person firm pursues.  

Link admits frankly: “I never wanted to start my 
own company.” He was boarding a flight to England 
when a call from McCambley came through with the 
early idea for The Wonderfactory, asking Link to co-
found the venture with him. 

McCambley had enjoyed several upper echelon 
positions for high-profile companies and was at a point 
in his career where he was interviewing for a new job. 
“I’d lay awake at night dreading going back to that 
[corporate] life,” McCambley says. 

Six hours later, Link landed overseas. He called 
McCambley saying, “Let’s do it,” but on the condition 
that they would differentiate the company from other 
interactive agencies out there that looked to advertis-
ing as their big fish.  

“Joe and I locked ourselves in a 10-foot-by-10-foot 
office for three months writing strategies, process 
documents and business plans until we landed on the 

concept of creating addictive experiences for portals, 
publishers and media companies,” says Link.

The agency made an early name for itself with 
website overhauls for clients like WebMD, National 
Geographic, Life, Newsweek and Martha Stewart 
Omnimedia. “When you’re creating a content expe-
rience, it has to be something that’s addictive, and 
people have to come back every day, every week and 
every month,” Link says. This principle guides all their 
work, whether it’s for new websites or redesigns, iPad 
apps, HTML5 prototypes or whatever else this fast-
paced firm has on the horizon. 

tHe Wild West Of design
Dipping toes into the unknown can be scary for most 
design firms, especially when it’s safer to let some-
one else splash around first and let you know how 
cold the water really is. But in terms of designing 
for new technology, it also can be liberating because 
the creative standard has yet to be defined and the 
possibilities are vast. This is why The Wonderfactory 
would rather jump in head-first without looking back, 
like they did with the cutting-edge prototype of Sports 
Illustrated on the iPad and their vision of the magazine 
experience via HTML5, the next major revision of the 
HTML standard. 

They are game-changers. Time Inc. wanted to get 
ahead in the tablet space, and The Wonderfactory 
was among four firms that made pitches for the job. 
From the beginning, they knew that they would focus 
on what they did best: designing addictive content-
based user experiences. “We knew that no one else 
would have a demo for the tablet, because nobody 
had ever done it. We literally tore apart our Sports 
Illustrated magazine and created an interactive demo,” 
Link says. 

fresH taKe
The app for Fortune 
launched August 16. One 
feature of the interactive 
version of the magazine 
includes a direct connec-
tion to the stock name 
of companies mentioned 
within articles. With a tap, 
a window pops up giv-
ing readers current stock 
prices, company statistics 
and the latest news. 

live HtMl5  deMO
This article doesn’t 
stop here. The 
Wonderfactory outdid 
themselves, creating 
an HTML5 demo 
of this article avail-
able for you to view 
now. Read the article, 
then see how The 
Wonderfactory brings 
the story to life. 
HOWDesign.com/
TheWonderfactory
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At that time, in the summer of 2009, they had not 
touched an iPad. Their intuition said that it would be 
an iPhone on steroids. Using their secret weapon—
Keynote—they built the demo without being asked 
and won the job. By November of 2009, the video 
was released to the public, and The Wonderfactory 
was chosen to create five or six Time Inc. magazines 
on tablet devices. This included an interactive and 
archive experience like no other for the popular weekly 
Time Magazine. 

Then in 2010, The Wonderfactory explored more 
unknown territory, debuting a prototype of Sports 
Illustrated in HTML5 at the Google I/O conference 
in May. Afterward, calls streamed in from potential 
new clients. “We took the SI version for the tablet 
and created a working prototype [in HTML5]. It looks 
great. It doesn’t look like a website,” Link says. “We 
were lucky because no one had ever done that with 
HTML5.” 

Beyond helping to revolutionize the publishing 
experience, The Wonderfactory sees that there is a 
need to show advertisers how they, too, can be extraor-
dinary by creating an experience that’s truly useful and 
addictive. Within the Sports Illustrated demo, The 
Wonderfactory includes an ad for a fictional camera 
company that blurs the lines between content and 
advertising. Instead of a pretty picture or an image 
with a pretty person with the camera, readers can 
actually try out the product by changing the lens and 
effects within the ad. Then, with the touch of a finger, 
they can find out exactly where to buy it. 

 “We hope to inspire in the short term, until others 
are out there,” Link says of the advertising industry, 
adding that, in the future, he’d love to help shape and 
influence the interactive retail experience. 

a spOrts JunKie’s dreaM
What started out as a demo 
of a predicted magazine 
experience on the iPad, 
exploded into a window into 
publishing’s future on tablet 
devices. Now, the Sports 
Illustrated app is live, touting 
many of the same features 
that The Wonderfactory’s 
demo included. 

what’s�in�a�name

the�won·der�Fac·to·ry��
[th-uh�wuhn-der�fak-tuh-ree]�
1.� A�creative�factory�in�the�business�of�inducing�awe.�

they� sounded� like� an� insurance� firm� with� a� name� like� Link�
&�mccambley�etched�on�their�first�business�card.�that’s�why�
founders� david� Link� and� Joe� mccambley� went� back� to� the�
drawing�board�to�craft�a�new�name�to�embody�their�firm.�

“we�wanted�a�word�that�expressed�what�we�did� for�a� living.��
the�wonderfactory�made�sense,”�Link�says.�
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creative fuel: reinventiOn + passiOn
Link is a man bursting with passion for things he loves. 
This is evident in an office that draws inspiration from 
films, comics, the pizazz of Las Vegas and the awe of 
Disney. There’s the library that looks like it belongs 
in Clue and the James Bond-like secret bookcase 
entrance. Don’t be surprised to find superman figu-
rines and other casts of characters proudly on display.  
“I guess I’m the typical Star Wars geek,” Link says.

As a child, his imagination was fed creative corn-
flakes. “I kind of grew up on the set of Sesame Street,” 
he says. His mom was a writer for the show and a vice 
president at the Children’s Television Workshop. 

He looks to Disney as a company to study and 
draw inspiration from. It’s a chief example of creating 
wonder and opting for the extraordinary instead of set-
tling  with the ordinary—which is a philosophy that is 
injected into The Wonderfactory’s business. 

So it’s no surprise when Link mentions noncha-
lantly, “One of our big pushes hopefully this year, is to 
reinvent the website.” He refers to sites like Facebook, 
eBay and Yahoo! as prime examples of brands that have 
been built mostly from a tech-perspective, rather than 
an aesthetic one, and could benefit from an overhaul. 

HTML5 is just the tool for the job, opening the 
door for designers to exert more control over typogra-
phy and aesthetics on the web. “So much of why print 
designers don’t do web is because of the constraints 
and learning curve. Hopefully with this new technol-
ogy, there will be less of a learning curve,” Link says. 

McCambley and Link have been design pioneers 
before. Prior to AOL and Digitas, McCambley served 
as the chief creative office at Modem Media, develop-
ing early interactive experiences for brands like AT&T, 
Delta Airlines and General Motors. In 1994, when 
he first joined Modem Media, he developed the first 

advertising experience to appear on the internet—a 
banner sponsored by AT&T developed for the inaugu-
ral issue of HotWired Magazine. In 1996, while work-
ing for Modem Media, Link was the lead creative on 
a website for Delta that became one of the first airline 
sites to gross $1 billion in sales. 

“The thing I like most about owning my own busi-
ness is being able to change it,” Link says. Reinvention 
and the ability to pursue creative discovery is at the 
heart of The Wonderfactory. “It would be the death 
of us if we ever lost that. We’re trying to be true to a 
brand that follows discovery and invention. Revenue 
doesn’t always lead to innovation,” McCambley says. 

grOWing a different type Of agency
There’s no stringent formula behind the climbing suc-
cess of this 5-year-old firm that’s set to have its best 
year ever in 2010, despite most companies still dealing 
with a crippling post-recession mess. They’ve got “it,” 
meaning shared ambitions, passions and a firm under-
standing that following only the money trail will not 
make them the type of agency they want to be. 

You’ve all heard the design firm’s typical success 
story: Partners open agency with creative dreams. They 
win half of their RFPs, hire good talent, and just do 
what clients ask. Then, once they swell to a 60 to 100 
person agency, they sell, leaving the partners millions. 

After thinking about this commonly desired path, 
Link says they decided to steer The Wonderfactory 
in a different direction. “A light went off in my head 
two years into the business, saying, ‘Now I understand 
why people do that.’ It’s more of a business than them 
wanting to be a great creative company,” Link says. 
With that in mind, creativity and future-forward inven-
tion were made king over profit—meaning growth 
will stop once the 35-person firm climbs to 50 to 60.  

workspace�wonder
�
think� of� the� wonderfactory’s� office� as� a�
cross�between�disneyland�and�Las�vegas.�it�
packs� wildly� different� experiences—from�
the� india�nook,�a� favorite�spot� for�staffers�
to�lunch�in,�to�a�hellacious�conference�room�
with� flames� spitting� across� the� table� and�
gargoyle�encrusted�chairs.�

when�the�space�was�originally�designed,�the�
intention� was� to� offer� employees� themed�
retreats�away�from�their�computer�screens.�
what�founders�Link�and�mccambley�didn’t�
realize� was� how� much� the� clients� would�
enjoy�the�space�too.�
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 Web extra
tech guru stephen beale takes a closer look at HtMl5—explaining how it may impact the 
design industry. 

HOWdesign.com/techcolumnHtMl5

Currently, they’re growing at a steady rate of a person 
every two weeks. “We want the partners and directors 
to be involved in the work. I don’t want to be the com-
pany where it’s 20 teams I never talk to,” Link says. 

a prOactive apprOacH tO design
At the root of this controlled growth is the goal to have 
more time and creative minds to devote half of their 
business to creating cutting-edge, future-forward pro-
totypes (currently, about 15% of resources are spent 
here). These will be similar in theory to the Sports 
Illustrated magazine video prototype on the iPad that 
garnered more than a million eyeballs on the web 
before the device was even released. 

“We’re playing with the idea of, instead of spending 
money on a PR company, spending it on prototypes. 
No companies do that. I think so many companies are 
afraid of giving away free ideas—I think you have to. I 
think it makes your company stronger,” Link says. 

Dressed in a sharp, pinstripe blazer over a graphic 
T-shirt, Link’s eyes light up as he says, “I think com-
panies that show the future are the ones that get cho-
sen for companies that want to see what their future 
could be like. … I see this as being more proactive as 
opposed to reactive.” 

Fearless is how McCambley describes The Wonder-
factory’s attitude. He believes that a common thread 
that extends well beyond creating a successful agency 
motivates the two partners: “We both have a funda-
mental desire to change the world in some way. Part of 
that dream is to keep the momentum moving.”

Jessica Kuhn is the associate and online editor for 
HOW magazine.  

tHe WOnderfactOry new�YoRk�citY www.thewonderfactory.com

tiMe fOr a cHange
The Time app went live the day the iPad was available  
to purchase. The app features a multitude of embedded  
videos and photos.


