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PREFACE
Unlike most graphic and visual design books, this one is intended to serve learning professionals. Conventional graphic design
books are brimming with insights and examples, but their lessons are focused on designing ads, brochures, logos, and posters.
There are excellent principles in these books and I highly recommend starting a design book collection. But the application of
commercial graphic design knowledge to learning materials only goes so far. After that, you may feel that you are on your own,
flying solo.
The visual design of learning materials has a unique set of requirements compared to that of most other designed products.
Although we all share the goal of content clarity, designers of learning experiences are overly concerned that their content be
understood, retained, and applied to new situations while also being motivating and engaging.
Furthermore, the materials we design may be quite extensive, such as for a substantial eLearning course, an online learning
portal, or a slide set for a full day of training. Our materials might also be interactive, which presents a new set of design issues.
Unlike many graphic design studios involved in branding and advertising, we may not have the latitude to innovate as much as
we would like. We must ensure that we are true to our highest priority, which is clear communication.
If you are like most learning designers, you have little to no background in visual design. Yet you wear many hats and
are often responsible for the visual communication aspect of your materials—whether you create them yourself or collaborate
with others. Without the appropriate foundation knowledge, it can be difficult to make the best visual design choices. This book
presents a rationale for why you should intensely care about visual design. It presents core principles that will give your work
the greatest impact in the least amount of time and provides practical ideas and inspiration for solving visual design challenges.
This book does not teach you how to produce graphics, nor does it promote a particular software package. Many of the suggestions and approaches can be performed with the graphics or slide creation program of your choice. Start with one that is easy
to learn and move on to a program with advanced functionality when you need more power. You can make great improvements
by applying the foundation principles of visual design, regardless of what program you use.
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INTRODUCTION
If I could be anything right at this moment, it would be a good fairy whispering encouraging thoughts in your ear. I’d be hovering
over your shoulder every time you embarked on a visual design task. “You’ll find a good solution,” I would whisper. “Play with
your design and see what you discover.”
I would snuff out that little discouraging voice in your head. You know the one. It’s the voice that replays the disparaging
comment from an insensitive adult long ago, “Is that a tree or a person?” It’s the voice of that relative who proclaimed that no
one in the family is creative. It’s the story you tell yourself as you compare your talents to those of accomplished artists.
Now is the time to reject those defeating ideas. Why let them follow you through adulthood like an anchor around your
neck? When you toss away those negative thoughts, you make room for the pure creativity that pulsed through you as a child.
It’s still there—somewhere inside.
Don’t make the mistake of confusing drawing skills for design skills. The truth is, visual design has little to do with the
ability to render. To improve at design, you need to know some basic principles of visual communication. You need to make a
commitment to explore and practice so you will develop competence. And you need a heightened sensitivity to seeing design in
the world around you—to fine-tune your perceptions.
The fact that you are reading this book is a statement about yourself. You are hoping to gain proficiency in visual design
and you have started on the path. Even if you are reading this for a required course, you will appreciate gaining competence in
this realm. Who wouldn’t? In today’s multimedia world, the ability to visually communicate is a necessary and powerful skill.
Think of reading this book as one step in the right direction. This is only a part of your remarkable journey. You will need
to continue to learn, practice, and discover. Improving your design skills and abilities is a lifelong endeavor.
May you find enjoyment and success on your path.
Connie Malamed
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PART

1
THE B IG IDEAS
Growing into the role of a designer means seeing, thinking, and working like one. This section describes
the impact of visual design and how to embrace the role of the designer.

1
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CHAPTER

1
Like a Hand in Glove
“The need for clear and imaginative communication has never been greater.”
— Phillip B. Meggs
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THE FRAMEWORK
THIS CHAPTER answers these questions:
■

Why do visuals beneﬁt learning?

■

How can I use visuals to improve learning?

■

What is the impact of visual design on learning?

Learning design and visual design go together like a hand in glove. They are a perfect ﬁt for each other, yet it’s rare to hear the terms spoken
in the same breath. Even those who acknowledge that graphics are essential for learning may not be aware of the reverberations that
visual design has throughout a learning experience. Visual design affects the quality of learning, the value of the communication, and the
motivation of the audience members. It leverages the brain’s innate capabilities, improves engagement, and satisﬁes the audience’s aesthetic
sensibilities.
In this chapter, you’ll gain a better understanding of why graphics beneﬁt learning and how design affects the overall user experience.
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THE VISUAL BRAIN
There’s something special about vision. Together the eye and brain work in ways that are no less than wondrous. Consider this.
Our eyes are in nearly constant movement, but we rarely notice it. We rapidly recognize objects in complex scenes regardless
of their size, color, position, and rotation.
We perceive depth precisely because a different image is registered with each eye. In normal vision, we see six million
different colors and lots of detail, both close up and at a distance. We see with different acuity levels depending on the task we
are performing (Kosslyn, 1994). We adapt to a wide range of light intensities, so we can see at dusk and also in bright light. And
all of this occurs with little to no conscious awareness.
Scientists estimate that over 50 percent of the brain’s cortex (the outside layer) is involved in visual processing (Snowden &
Thompson, 2012), whereas auditory processing uses around 10 percent and the other senses use even less. Thus, our brains
devote more resources to vision than to any other sense.
The pure physiological power of our visual system is a compelling argument for ensuring that you take advantage of the
audience’s visual intelligence as you design learning experiences.

BENEFITS TO LEARNING
What happens when you look at a picture? (See Figure 1.1.) The process starts when your eyes pick up sensory data and send
signals to a sensory register (also known as sensory or iconic memory). The information lasts here for less than a second and is
sent to working memory. Through perceptual processes you select what to pay attention to, based on the features that catch your
eye (during pre-attentive processing) and the visual patterns that are meaningful to your goals (during attentive processing).

New Info
Signals

Information
Stored Info

Sensory
Data

FIGURE 1.1.

Sensory
Memory
How we process visual information.

Working
Memory

Long-Term
Memory
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As you scan the picture, visual chunks are held in working memory for a few seconds. With help from your past experience
and knowledge stored in long-term memory, you decode these marks on the screen or page. If the picture is easy to understand,
this process happens rapidly. Visual perception is faster than thinking.
Research shows that text accompanied by relevant visuals is better for learning than text alone in many situations and under
many conditions (Mayer, 2009). Pictures can strengthen visual discrimination by emphasizing important details. Visuals improve
retention and aid in problem solving. Abstract visuals help people comprehend complex information and assist in building mental
models. In fact, if you break the learning process down into smaller cognitive actions, you’ll see that visuals can be valuable
nearly every step of the way.

Pictures Capture Attention
Pictures are magnets for attention regardless of the medium. People usually look at the graphics of a web page before they read
the text (Lin, Yeh, & Wei, 2013). The same is true for newspaper advertisements. Consumer research shows that pictorial ads
are better at capturing attention than text ads, and this is true regardless of picture size (Goodrich, 2010; Pieters & Wedel, 2004).
In learning and information dissemination, pictures also draw attention. For example, in a study that explored the best way
to convey messages about health risks, pictures attracted and held attention for a longer period of time than the same information
produced in text alone (Smerecnik, Mesters, Kessels, Ruiter, De Vries, & De Vries, 2010).
Pictures of people and particularly pictures of faces summon our visual attention. Also, certain attributes capture attention
without conscious awareness. Vivid colors, striking shapes, and motion capture pre-attentive attention.
Visuals Aid Recall
Encoding information in long-term memory is an essential activity of learning, and this is one more place where visuals shine.
Relevant pictures help people remember corresponding text. By relevant, psychologists mean pictures that represent the objects
or concepts presented in the text (Levie, 1987).
This may be due to the fact that our memory is typically better for concrete things than for abstractions. Pictures provide a
concreteness—an association with a sensory experience—that has advantages over words, which are more symbolic.
Visuals Improve Comprehension
Pictures help learners understand complex text or narration because they convey information about spatial structure. We rely on
the spatial structure of visuals to provide meaning. In a diagram or chart, designers use techniques that show relationships, such
as placing related elements together in a group. This quickly communicates what is associated in a way that may be more difficult
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through text alone. The structural organization of a picture is thought to have a scaffolding effect that helps in the construction
of new mental models (Eitel, 2013).
Because graphics hold attention for a longer period of time than text, researchers believe the additional attention plus the
ease with which graphical information is extracted is another benefit to comprehension (Smerecnik, Mesters, Kessels, Ruiter,
De Vries, & De Vries, 2010). Also, pictures can be rendered with extreme specificity. They can emphasize or exaggerate details
to reduce ambiguity. This precision improves understanding.

Making Inferences
Certain types of graphics, such as information graphics, facilitate making inferences and solving problems. They function as an
external memory aid by using arrangements that organize information in meaningful ways (Larkin & Simon, 1987). It is easier
to make use of massive data when it is expressed as a graph. It is easier to work with a complex network of ideas when they are
illustrated in a diagram.
Acquiring Skills
In terms of learning procedures, the combination of pictures and text is ideal. One study showed that line drawings and text were
as effective as video when the drawings used arrows to show the actions involved in performing a simple medical procedure
(Michas & Berry, 2000).
Looking at the range of cognitive tasks that adults perform, it becomes obvious that graphics support and facilitate thinking,
problem solving, and learning. Regardless of whether the graphic is a simple icon, an elaborate illustration, or a complex data
visualization, visuals provide a rich and textured language for expressing ideas.

THE PICTURE SUPERIORITY EFFECT
The value of visual design becomes clear when you consider the picture superiority effect. Several decades of research have
established that in most recall and recognition memory tasks, concepts that are learned by viewing pictures are remembered
better than their counterparts in words (Hockley & Bancroft, 2011). This phenomenon is known as the picture superiority effect.

Possible Reasons for Picture Superiority
Dual coding. Why do visuals add an element of memorability to information? One theory, known as dual coding, states that
people process information through two distinct systems, one for verbal information (written and spoken words) and one for nonverbal information (images). According to this theory, pictures have an advantage over words by being encoded into long-term
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memory through both the visual and verbal channels. That is, pictures are encoded as an image as well as spontaneously given
a verbal label. In contrast, words are encoded with just one verbal code (Paivio, 2006). Two codes written to memory increases
the chance of retrieving the information compared to information that is coded in only one way (Paivio, 1986).
This theory would also explain why the picture superiority effect improves with chronological age. If a person does not
have the inner language available to formulate a name for a picture, then dual coding does not seem to occur (Whitehouse et al.,
2006).
Perceptual distinctiveness. Another theory explains picture superiority as a result of the distinctive visual appearance that
images have when compared to text. The drawing of an object, such as a tree, can have infinite variations. Compare this to text,
which must be visually homogenous to facilitate reading. The varied features of pictures could be encoded more distinctively in
memory than words and be responsible for their memorability.

Leveraging Picture Superiority
The use of both pictures and text or narration is often the most effective choice in learning design. When pictures can convey
the same or additional information as words in a meaningful way, they will augment the learning experience. Here are some of
the many ways to use visuals to enhance learning:
■

Use relevant visuals to represent concrete objects explained in text or narration.

■

Use visual analogies to relate unfamiliar concepts to previously learned information.

■

Show two or more things that need to be remembered in association with each other.

■

Leverage the features of spatial layout to bring order and structure to information.

■

Focus on the aesthetics of visuals to increase motivation.

■

Use visuals for low literacy audiences or for those who speak a native language that differs from the materials.

VISUAL DESIGN IMPACTS EMOTIONS
One aspect of instructional science that is growing in importance is the consideration of a learner’s emotional state. This is
another area where visual design has impact. Consider your own experience with a well-designed product. Have you ever been
delighted by a new app that feels intuitive or a device that works without having to look at the manual? The experience creates
a positive emotional state that carries over to your judgment of the product. People use feelings as information, just as they
use facts.
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Likewise, learners make subjective judgments about their experiences based on how easy materials are to use and process.
A well-thought-out visual design contributes to a favorable experience that influences a learner’s attitude and motivation toward
learning tasks. A learner will be more attentive and engaged with highly usable materials, compared with those that are frustrating
or unappealing. Effective visual design impacts learning success.

AESTHETIC PLEASURE AND MOTIVATION
Aesthetics may not be the first thing practitioners consider when designing learning experiences, but the pleasure derived from
an elegant design can’t be ignored. Aesthetic pleasure—the pure appreciation of beauty—produces an enjoyable experience
that is yet another demonstration of the value of visual design. Like a usable design, one that is aesthetically appealing has the
potential to keep learners feeling positive, interested, and motivated.
We are attuned to aesthetics at a very basic level. In his book, The Design of Everyday Things, Donald Norman (2013)
points out that we are affected on a visceral level by our immediate perception of an object, causing it to attract or repel us. The
rapidity of feelings people experience upon immediate exposure to a design trumps the slower nature of cognition and frames
subsequent thoughts (Pham, Cohen, Pracejus, & Hughes, 2001).
The importance of aesthetics in the design of websites, software applications, and mobile apps has grown to the point at
which a beautiful design and elegant interface are considered part of effective implementation. Yet this trend has been slower to
affect the world of learning design, even though there is research to support the importance of aesthetics.
For example, early research into how aesthetics can affect multimedia learning shows that the use of certain colors and
shapes can induce positive emotions that people maintain while viewing instructional materials (Um, Plass, Hayward, & Homer,
2012).
Just as marketers seek ways to provide enjoyable experiences to gain and retain consumers, learning professionals can design
materials to delight their audience. We can learn from consumer products and design learning materials with the same aesthetic
sensibility of a product going to market.
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THE TAKEAWAYS
■

Our brains devote more resources to vision than to any other sense.

■

Visuals capture attention, aid recall, improve comprehension and interpretation, and help with skill acquisition.

■

The picture superiority effect demonstrates that pictures are remembered better than their counterparts in words in
most recall and recognition memory tasks.

■

An effective design can create a positive feeling in users, inﬂuencing their judgment and evaluation of a learning
experience.

■

Appealing designs can increase positive emotions and motivation because they speak to our appreciation of beauty.
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2
Think Like a Designer; You Are One
“Design is a messy endeavor.”
— Ellen Lupton
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THE FRAMEWORK
THIS CHAPTER answers these questions:
■

Can I design if I don’t draw well?

■

What is the purpose of design?

■

How do I start designing?

■

When can I break the rules?

Look around your room. Every manufactured or hand-made item you see was designed by someone. Every object began life as an idea—a
spark in someone’s imagination. Perhaps this was followed by a sketch, a diagram, or a blueprint. Somehow the idea was planned and
produced in a tangible form.
What do you have in common with those who transform ideas and bring them into the world? If you create something from nothing, if
you conceive of solutions or help implement them, you are a designer. Designers solve problems. They gather information to understand
the issues, work through an analytical and creative process, and overcome challenges to produce a solution. Successful designers improve
our world.
In this chapter, you will ﬁnd out about the many reasons people design. You will learn about a design methodology you can use to create
effective solutions. And just in case you weren’t certain, this chapter will validate that you are a designer. Isn’t it time to start thinking
like one?
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VISUAL DESIGN VERSUS FINE ART
You may be surprised to learn that you do not need drawing talent to work as a visual designer. Although drawing is a useful
skill to have for sketching ideas, it is not a requirement for design. In fact, anyone who can sketch geometric shapes and stick
figures can express many ideas. Rendering is not a requirement for design work because design is different from fine art.
It is easy to see why many people confuse visual design with art. Both visual design and art are creative endeavors. Visual
design and fine art rely on many of the same visual principles to communicate. Yet, the nature of each craft is quite different. As
Saul Bass, influential designer of the last century, stated, “What distinguishes design from art is the person doing the work. An
artist is internally centered, bringing work out of an inner reservoir. The designer is other centered; finding a dynamic relationship
with a client brings the work to its fullest potential” (Laufer, 2012, p. 216). Here are some of the differences between visual
design and fine art.
The purpose is different. Whereas design has a utilitarian purpose, art is created as an end in itself. Design is concerned
with an object’s purpose, so that form follows function. Fine art is concerned with form first. The form may express a concept
or an aesthetic principle, but it is rarely utilitarian.
The initial stimulus is different. Practicing designers create solutions that fulfill someone else’s requirements. In contrast,
an artist uses his or her talents to manifest ideas and feelings and to share the work with others. Art comes from an inner
motivation; it is personal.
The resources are different. Designers typically start with assets provided by a project’s sponsor. They may be given
branding guidelines, photographs, or content to work with. Artists typically start with a blank sheet of paper, an empty canvas,
or a lump of clay.
The skills are different. Designers study visual principles and learn to use graphic applications to create solutions. Artists
study composition and develop talents in the fine arts, such as painting and sculpture.
Success looks different. Design is effective if it achieves the objective. Success means that the design works—it was
understood as intended and fulfilled its purpose. On the other hand, audiences are encouraged to interpret art however they wish.
The artist may not explain his or her work in words, hoping to leave the experience open-ended.

THE PURPOSE OF DESIGN
It is worth taking a deeper look at the purpose of design to better understand what it’s about and where you fit in. Here are some
ways to look at the many different objectives of design.
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Design Creates Solutions
The primary purpose of design is to devise the best solution to a problem while meeting all of the requirements. Every problem
has its own set of constraints, such as the media to use, the size of the budget, or the schedule you must meet. The design process
uses constraints as a springboard for building creative solutions.
Design Communicates and Informs
The goal of visual communication is to transmit ideas and information in a purposeful way, taking the sponsor’s message and
translating it for an audience. The communication has two parts—content (the information) and form (how it is designed). No
matter how relevant and meaningful the content, if the form fails, the information will not be conveyed. Effective designs convey
an accurate message in both form and content.
Design Instructs
When training or education is the objective of a design, the visual form must enhance the potential for comprehension and
retention of the material. The challenge is to make a straightforward presentation that is visually appealing. A design that
instructs provides a logical organization and structure, draws attention to key points, and clarifies complex content. Through
images and words, this type of design enables learners to construct knowledge.
Design Persuades
Sometimes the purpose of design is to persuade. In learning design, the intent of persuasion is to transform attitudes, values,
and beliefs in order to change behaviors. Both the visual form and the content must be motivational to grab attention and elicit
emotions. A persuasive design must be deeply meaningful to the audience.

THE ROLE OF THE VISUAL DESIGNER
Visual design sits at the convergence of many fields and domains of knowledge. It requires competence in visual thinking to
conceive of graphic solutions and to express ideas visually. An understanding of visual communication is also a necessity. This
helps you translate information into a visual form that audiences understand.
It is fundamental to know and apply the principles of graphic design, which help you create effective compositions that serve
your purpose. Also, a knowledge of what makes an effective photograph or illustration will help you select the best images. This
knowledge is also helpful when working with or hiring photographers and illustrators.
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A foundation in psychology is necessary to get a sense of how people apprehend and assimilate visual information. Technical
know-how is valuable for creating and modifying images. It’s also useful for estimating time to completion, as well as for
predicting what can be achieved in different mediums. Some might say that an understanding of business is essential to align
visuals to an organization’s objectives. Finally, some awareness of cultural trends is needed. Staying abreast of current design
directions may help you understand the look and feel that clients expect.
As you can see, the role of the visual designer is broad and complex. You are not expected to immediately become an expert
in all of these skills and areas of knowledge. But with motivation and practice, you will begin to synthesize the varied aspects
of visual design.

A VISUAL DESIGN PROCESS
Just as in learning design, there are many methodologies that systemize the visual design process. What are the advantages of
using a structured design method? First, it brings order to a creative process that may seem chaotic. Second, using a proven
system may give you confidence that you will find a workable solution. But don’t be deceived into thinking that following a
method is like going from point A to point B. Design usually puts you on a meandering path, with fitful starts and surprise
endings. If you embrace the process, though, you will find unexpected rewards.

A Design Methodology
What follows is a five-step design methodology for the visual design of learning and informational materials. Figure 2.1 shows
the steps, which include:
1.

Define the Visual Problem

2.

Research and Discovery

3.

Ideate

4.

Conceptualize and Visualize

5.

Implement and Refine

The level of effort you invest in the method should make sense for the size of the project. For smaller projects, find ways to
shortcut the process or enter the process at a step that makes sense in your workflow.
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A Design Process

FIGURE 2.1.

A design process that takes you from idea to implementation.

Step 1: Deﬁne the Visual Problem
Before embarking on a design, it is best to step back and define the problem. The visual problem encompasses the entire set
of requirements that affect the appearance of the materials you are designing and the underlying message that they convey. By
clearly defining the problem, you are more likely to come up with an effective solution.
Here are some examples of visual problem statements that a learning designer might start with and then continue to clarify
with specific criteria and constraints:
■

Create the visual design for a course that teaches international business travelers the most important customs in highly
visited countries.

■

Create the visual design for a set of short simulations teaching the most important functionality of a new time management application.

■

Create the visual design for a mobile performance support tool that repair personnel can use to troubleshoot equipment
while out in the field.

■

Create the visual design for a web-based self-directed learning portal that teaches project management skills.

■

Create the visual design for a poster-sized chart for healthcare workers that lists the most effective pharmaceuticals for
pain management.
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Step 2: Research and Discovery
During the Research and Discovery phase, collect enough background information to gain a big-picture view of the visual
problem that needs to be solved. If you use a standard learning design method, you can integrate this into your normal work
flow by focusing on the visual aspect of the problem as well. Gather what you can about the audience, organization, and content.
Some specific ways to do this are listed below:
■

Interview the client or sponsor to understand the mission and goals of the organization or department (this is important,
even if it is an internal department).

■

Interview members of the audience, identifying their characteristics and needs.

■

Discover the visual preferences of both the audience and the client.

■

Gather visual assets from the organization, such as their logo, branding colors, photos, and other graphics.

■

Review visual communications from the sponsor, such as the website, brochures, and instructional materials.

■

Review how others have solved a similar visual challenge for inspiration.

Step 3: Ideate
The third step is to take what you’ve learned during Research and Discovery and use it to formulate ideas for solutions. Ideation is
about generating and recording numerous ideas without judging them. During this phase, every idea is considered valuable—so
be bold. Here are some activities for ideation.
Brainstorming. This may be the first approach that comes to mind when you think of generating ideas. It can be done
individually (good for people who don’t like to speak up) or with a group (good for capturing different perspectives). State the
problem and come up with as many design solutions as possible. Let the stream of creative solutions flow.
Mind-mapping. Use hand-drawn or digital mind maps to make free associations. Write down a central concept in the center,
such as something that describes a theme or a characteristic of the audience or content. Then draw associated words in bubbles
that connect to the original concept. Continue in this fashion until you have a network of associated words. Use it to look for
patterns and new relationships and as a source for generating more ideas.
Sticky notes on a whiteboard. If your ideation involves logical ordering or categorizing, use sticky notes on a whiteboard—
one per idea. This can also work with group brainstorming, in which the group stands around the whiteboard and adds a sticky
note with an idea as each thought emerges.
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Adapting proven designs. Another approach is to play with visual design solutions that you know have worked in the past
and modify them to see whether they can work for the present problem.
When you feel that you have exhausted your supply of ideas, begin to review them and select the most usable options. You
will be considering what will work with the content and audience, as well as the time it will take to execute, cost estimates, and
the human resources you have available. Select one or a few ideas that will feed into the next step.

Step 4: Conceptualize and Visualize
If the idea passes the viability test, start to apply a tangible vision to the design problem. To visualize the ideas, get away from
the computer and make rough sketches with paper and pencil or pen. Remember, you do not need to be a skilled artist to express
yourself. Use simple lines and shapes to represent objects and people, and use words, too.
There is a special magic that happens from sketching. It seems to open creative pathways and encourages playful exploration.
Designer and professor Jessica Helfand said this about the exploration process: “Draw and write and don’t think about the end
result. Just free yourself to explore. After a thorough exploration, pull elements you want to move forward with and start forming
them into a layout” (Beard, 2013, p. 24).
Your visualizations can be thumbnail sketches to start. Thumbnails are small drawings for conveying ideas, like those
shown in Figure 2.2. Use thumbnails to find ways to organize images and text. Later in this process, you may want to make
larger versions of a few designs and add more detail. When you are satisfied that you have conceptualized enough options, use
your best judgment to select the ones that have the most potential for success. Always remember the people for whom you
are designing.
Step 5: Implement and Reﬁne
During the Implementation phase, you will transform your sketches into designed compositions. Use the best solutions from
the previous step and execute them in a graphics program. Take advantage of the computer’s power to experiment with color,
typography, and layout. You will learn about these aspects of design throughout this book.
In this final step, you will decide on the visual direction. Refine your ideas to so that they capture what you want to communicate. Ensure the designs have a cohesive and professional appearance, so that you are comfortable sharing them with your
team or client for discussion and further revisions.
During discussions, others may want to know your rationale for making certain design decisions. With a solid foundation
in visual design, it will be easy to explain the principles on which your work is based. This is one of the benefits of studying
intentional design.
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Small thumbnail sketches help you visualize ideas. Illustration by Kevin Thorn, NuggetHead Studioz.

11:59am

Page 19

Trim Size: 9.5in x 7.5in

Malamed

20

c02.tex

V2 - 02/25/2015
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THE MINDSET OF THE VISUAL DESIGNER
What are the rewards and challenges of being a designer? Working as a designer means you will develop ways to understand the
problems of others, conceive of solutions, express and clarify ideas, collaborate with stakeholders, and make your ideas tangible.
On the other hand, designers must deal with uncomfortable pressures and demands to produce. Let’s look at some of the issues
you may face.

Creativity Concerns
Designers are often expected to be spontaneously creative on demand. It is important to remember that creativity does not
necessarily equate to originality. The likelihood of generating original ideas day after day is small. Instead, ideas usually build
collectively—often concurrently—on the ideas of others. Creativity is more likely to happen by making new connections between
existing ideas.
Also, there is no guarantee that the most original or innovative solution will be the best one to meet the objectives of the
design problem. It takes equanimity and foresight to prepare yourself for the demands of a creative job. It’s helpful to remember
that creativity won’t disappear, but it may need to be nourished.
You can nourish it by discovering what keeps you motivated, by keeping sources of inspiration nearby, and by connecting
with other practitioners to share ideas and perspectives on design practices.
Self-Doubt
Self-doubt is often part of the creative process. The sooner you accept the fact that you may always have doubts about your
design work, the less it will interfere with your progress. Part of managing self-doubt is acceptance of your current level of
proficiency:
■

Accept the current level of your skills and knowledge.

■

Be determined to continue improving. Design is a lifelong learning endeavor.

■

Compare your work with your previous work. See how you’ve developed.

■

When you see good design work, use it as motivational fuel. Life isn’t a competition.
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Breaking the Rules
The principles you study in design books are guidelines for building a solid foundation in design theory. These guidelines
are the light that will lead you out of the darkness of making random design choices. Visual design principles emerge from
many disciplines: graphic art and fine art; cognitive science and psychology; cultural traditions and global conventions. Yet the
principles cannot apply to every situation. As your confidence, skills, and knowledge grow, you will know when it is appropriate
to break the rules. When you do so, do it with thoughtful intention. Sometimes you have to forge your own path. That’s part of
the power of being a designer.
How to Be an Effective Designer
To get the most out of being a designer, it takes a certain combination of flexibility, openness to new ideas, and empathy for the
audience. Here are ten tips that can help you develop into a more effective designer:
1.

Learn to really see.

2.

Continually expand your visual language.

3.

Share ideas freely.

4.

Seek out thoughtful criticism.

5.

Trust your intuition.

6.

Find inspiration in the world around you.

7.

Start with paper and pencil or pen.

8.

Practice visualizing your ideas.

9.

Strive to learn and improve your skills.

10.

Rise to the occasion.

Buy This Book
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