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Too much AI in the hands of too few. Power can 
have perilous outcomes for those who do not have 
their feet solidly planted on the ground. A shared 
vision benefits all.

a part of our series about the future of Artificial Intelligence, I 
had the pleasure of interviewing Terry Zelen.

Terry Zelen, with over 35 years of marketing expertise across diverse 
industries, leads as the President and Creative Director at Zelen 
Communications, Inc. based in Tampa, FL. Here, he manages a team of 
strategic professionals to “Think Different” ensuring the highest level of 
quality for their creative and marketing efforts for their clientele. His 
firm has specialized in real estate, medical, and restaurant marketing 
both locally and nationally for decades. Over the years, his clients have 
included numerous local, regional, and national clients such as Outback 
Steakhouse, Sykes Global Communication, and HCA Hospital.
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Steakhouse, Sykes Global Communication, and HCA Hospital.

Thank you so much for joining us in this interview series! Can 
you share with us the ‘backstory” of how you decided to pursue 
this career path in AI?

ur agency has always been on the leading edge of technology from a 
marketing perspective. We started building websites nearly as soon 

as the ability to do so came to fruition when html became available to 
utilize for coding. We adopted SEO, PPC, and Retargeting strategies and 
built an internal team to understand and implement these important 
online platforms for increasing website traffic and extending the brand 
awareness for your clients. It was only natural that our team was at the 
forefront of the adoption of AI several years ago. Our team is inherently 
inquisitive and has been testing AI tools for over two years. In the early 
iterations of some of the tools, we knew they were not ready yet for 
primetime, but the potential was there for increasing efficiencies and 
offering new capabilities to our team. We have been constantly learning 
and testing new tools to see what value they can offer us and our clientele. 
We see an amazing opportunity to continue embracing AI as it continues 
to evolve at a breathtaking pace. However, we are still understanding how 
it works first so we can then envision its capabilities to create solutions 
and not just being seen as new tools to help with content and creativity. AI 
will touch everything in our lives so we are focused on learning to master 
its abilities and share this knowledge with our clients. The benefits far 
outweigh the potential negatives. This is the new frontier.

What lessons can others learn from your story?

Adapt, flee, or die. In the ever-changing world of technology and 
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marketing, it’s imperative to stay relevant in the age of AI. At the speed it’s 
evolving now, it’s nearly impossible to keep up. Focus on the tools and 
applications that benefit your company and ignore the hype and cool 
factors that do not translate into tangible results.

Can you tell our readers about the most interesting projects you 
are working on now?

With the rapid growth of AI, we have been acutely seeking to capitalize on 
the new tools available to those who choose to embrace them rather than 
shy away. In fact, we have been utilizing AI internally for several years 
now. We understand the basics of AI and what it can and cannot do. 
Through this knowledge, we say another way to solve the firm’s dilemma. 
AI could be developed to scrape the Internet and other publicly available 
channels to get accident information way ahead of the competition. In 
addition, it would also help us to identify the person involved and their 
family connections. This concept was a breakthrough for the client and 
offered much higher potential outcomes. As this is being written, we are 
working with one of our development teams to flush out the process and 
build this advanced sourcing tool for the client. We plan to roll it out this 
year with the knowledge that we thought outside the norms to help create 
a solution that was not possible just a short time ago. Leading from behind 
is no way to win a war. Stay out in front of your competition and outflank 
them to win more clients and obtain better results for them.

None of us are able to achieve success without some help along 
the way. Is there a particular person who you are grateful 
towards who helped get you to where you are? Can you share a 
story about that?

One of the best Account Execs I ever worked with was Virginia Mcgrath. 
She was smart, an exceptional strategist, and great to collaborate with. She 
departed the agency as well and landed as the Marketing Director for 



departed the agency as well and landed as the Marketing Director for 
Pinch A Penny pool, patio, and spa. They were a growing pool supply store 
chain based in Tampa Bay with nearly 100 locations at the time. However, 
their branding was literally horrible. She asked our firm to work with her 
to build a new brand that was fun, engaging, and memorable. They were 
up against Leslie’s Pools out of California which was looking to move into 
Florida and capture market share. We were given carte blanche with 
creativity to present new concepts and a fresh approach. The target 
audience was predominantly families with children with a higher income 
which allowed for purchasing more than just chemicals and services. They 
could afford all of the extras for their pools and backyards. The direction 
chosen relied on lifestyle photography that focused on kids and the joy of a 
pool. Unfortunately, Tampa was not the city it is now. Finding talent here 
was difficult, to say the least. Realistically, we had to either go to Orlando 
or Miami to find a pool of talent to fit our needs. Virginia opened the door 
of opportunity however and said we did not have to limit ourselves to 
Florida. That was the winning ticket. We found an exceptional children’s 
photographer in Manhattan named John Fortunato and his style was 
exactly what I was looking for. Working with talent can be challenging, but 
working with kids is another story altogether. Kids don’t always want to 
play well with others or photographers. That was not the case with John. 
He was masterful with making every shoot fun and engaging. We walked 
away with hundreds of great images year after year. Over a series of 4–5 
years, we managed to build an amazing library of images for our marketing 
efforts. We rebuilt the brand, and increased sales and awareness. And, best 
of all, we kept Leslie’s at bay from taking business from Pinch A Penny. 
For every store they opened, they were closing one. The very best 
relationships for agencies are collaborations. We may think we know our 
client’s audiences, but rarely as well as they do. Virginia was completely 
dialed in on her clientele and we worked together to create a compelling 
brand that spoke to her families. These are magical relationships that don’t 
occur often enough for agencies that step outside the box and build 
wonderful creative with lasting results.



What are the 5 things that most excite you about the AI 
industry? Why?

The efficiencies it offers of performing mundane, repetitive tasks 
quickly so your team can focus on the real work that’s difficult and time 
consuming.

The breadth of options that are continually pushing the limits of 
previous tools for any number of tasks.

AI has already broken barriers of creativity by allowing us to develop 
new content, both written, visual and conceptual.

We have unleashed our creative capabilities using a number of new AI 
tools, some as stand alone apps while other outcomes require the 
combination of tools.

We are just beginning to envision solutions for clients using AI that 
would have otherwise required an array of skill sets of outside talents 
we did not have access to.

What are the 5 things that concern you about the AI industry? 
Why?

Too much AI in the hands of too few. Power can have perilous 
outcomes for those who do not have their feet solidly planted on the 
ground. A shared vision benefits all.

Enemies of our country are assuredly going to use this powerful tool for 
nefarious purposes rather than good.

Many people are fearing the worst outcomes rather than trying to 
understand the benefits that it offers. Open yourself up to see its 
potential good.

Companies are replacing real talent with AI because they don’t 



Companies are replacing real talent with AI because they don’t 
understand AI requires talent to manage it.

The nonstop hype about AI may end up hurting it in the long run 
because many tools coming out are poor quality yet are being promoted 
as exceptional. People will grow weary if that continues.

As you know, there is an ongoing debate between prominent 
scientists, (personified as a debate between Elon Musk and 
Mark Zuckerberg,) about whether advanced AI poses an 
existential danger to humanity. What is your position about 
this?

Too much of anything has the potential to be bad for you. However, AI 
comes with massive potential for misuse by people pursuing the dark side 
for such a powerful capability. Take social media for instance. It was 
initially developed to be an open platform for communications. In the 
beginning, it was just that and helped to connect so many from points 
across the globe. As we have seen, those who hold the power to use these 
platforms for other purposes have bastardized these channels for their 
own beliefs. That’s not what we all signed up for.

What can be done to prevent such concerns from materializing? 
And what can be done to assure the public that there is nothing 
to be concerned about?

Evil exists in life. For as long as man has been on earth, the battle between 
good and evil has ranged on for millennia. That is never going to go away. 
All we can really do is to educate ourselves to be aware of the pitfalls and 
avoid them as best we can. The governments can attempt to create laws to 
control the negative uses, but as we know criminals don’t abide by laws.

As you know, there are not that many women in your industry. 
Can you advise what is needed to engage more women into the 
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Can you advise what is needed to engage more women into the 
AI industry?

AI is tech. Tech has often been more male-centric as are many of the 
sciences. There should be no limitations whatsoever for women to 
embrace, learn, and master AI’s power. However, you can’t make any 
person be more interested in a specific pathway if it does not appeal to 
them. I see nothing out there today holding women back from pursuing 
the use of AI that is actually blocking them physically or mentally from 
using it now.

What is your favorite “Life Lesson Quote”? Can you share a 
story of how that had relevance to your own life?

Not to be redundant, but “Adapt, Flee or Die”. I can’t count how many 
times I’ve been asked by clients if we can do something for them and 
instinctively said yes. We may have had no clue how to do it, but we 
certainly could learn if the opportunity outweighs the learning curve. 
Never be afraid to test your abilities and don’t shy away from challenges.

How have you used your success to bring goodness to the 
world? Can you share a story?

Define goodness… We are a marketing firm so we are not performing brain 
surgery. We are hired by companies to help them increase sales and brand 
awareness. We use AI to help us accelerate positive outcomes and to 
develop new solutions we could not do prior to AI. We’ve been able to 
generate imagery for some of our clients that, until now, would be 
inconceivable to do. That is what we truly are embracing and find 
inspiring.

You are a person of great influence. If you could start a 
movement that would bring the most amount of good to the 



movement that would bring the most amount of good to the 
most amount of people, what would that be? You never know 
what your idea can trigger. :-)

I think the greatest benefit for AI currently is in the realm of medicine and 
science. There is so much potential for AI to provide insights for curing 
diseases such as cancer. Its ability to scan through massive amounts of 
data to isolate key findings that would take years for humans to do could 
take place in an extraordinarily short time through the use of a trained AI 
assistant. This process could do so much good for humanity in general. 
Also, using AI to seek out ways to produce higher quality foods in smaller 
spaces, and the ability to recycle and purify water for people in remote 
areas also pose great instances where AI could bring good things to 
humans across the globe.

How can our readers further follow your work online?

You can connect with me on LinkedIn here and follow us 
athttps://www.linkedin.com/company/zelen-communications-inc-/

This was very inspiring. Thank you so much for joining us!

bout The Interviewer: David Leichner is a veteran of the Israeli 
high-tech industry with significant experience in the areas of cyber 

and security, enterprise software and communications. At Cybellum, a 
leading provider of Product Security Lifecycle Management, David is 
responsible for creating and executing the marketing strategy and 
managing the global marketing team that forms the foundation for 
Cybellum’s product and market penetration. Prior to Cybellum, David 
was CMO at SQream and VP Sales and Marketing at endpoint protection 
vendor, Cynet. David is the Chairman of the Friends of Israel and 
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vendor, Cynet. David is the Chairman of the Friends of Israel and 
Member of the Board of Trustees of the Jerusalem Technology College. 
He holds a BA in Information Systems Management and an MBA in 
International Business from the City University of New York.




