
design process // FROM RESEARCH TO FINAL

rese arch

Before you can begin to sketch—and WAY before you get on the 
computer—you need to have some content and visual material to work 
with. While your client, teacher or art director may have given you 
some initial information about what they are looking for, it’s up to you 
to “take your research the project a bit further. There are plenty of 
questions to ask. Not all relate to every project, but here are a few to 
get you started:

•	 Who is your audience? What will grab them?

•	 Is there more information about my topic that I can read about that 
will inform my design? (books, websites/blogs, magazines)

•	 Is there an existing brand/look I need to stick to?

•	 What exactly is the client looking for? Do I need to probe further for 
details on format, content, style?

•	 What’s the competition look like? What have they done success-
fully? What can I improve on?

•	 What look/feel am I going for? Find references to solidify.

•	 Images: Are they supplied, or do I need to make/find my own?

•	 What are my specs (dimension, format number of colors, paper, 
number of pages, etc.)?

•	 Deadline? 

image and information collection (mood board)

These initial questions will lead you on your search to collect informa-
tion about your topic: articles, book excerpts, web articles, etc. It will 
also lead you in your collection of images for inspiration and reference.

In practical terms: Designing a book about Queen Elizabeth I? 
You’ll need to read about her life as well as collect images of her, her 
estates,  important people in her life, costume/architecture/art that 
relates to her, symbols relating to her reign, etc. Whatever will help 
you construct a mood and understanding of the subject. You may end 
up using some of these images—you may not use any, choosing to cre-
ate your own. The important thing is that when you’re sketching, you 
have concrete references and aren’t designing from thin air—that’s how 
inaccuracies in content and even style can happen.

The day your initial research is due for each project, you’ll need to 
come to class with at least one 11x17 printed sheet packed with images 
(though the more research, the better!). You’ll also need to have 8.5x11 
print-outs of any articles/info you’ve collected. Making this deadline is 
part of your grade.

sketching

Once you have the collection of imagery and info, you can begin 
sketching out ideas for your project. It’s critical that this step is not 
skipped. I know it’s tempting to rush to the computer, but you’ll likely 
end up wasting time in the end. What happens when you run to the 
computer? You start randomly trying every typeface, color and simply 
moving things around the page until you have something acceptable. 
Your design won’t be deliberate in concept or style. 

By starting with a pencil and paper, you are forced to focus on con-
cept and composition (not being getting distracted by the details of 
typefaces, color and effects). It’s okay to sketch pretty roughly, though 
you want it to be clear enough that someone else can understand the 
concept. 

In addition to starting with a pencil, it’s critical to come up with 
multiple ideas. Why?

•	 The first idea is often the most obvious and unoriginal.

•	 Your client needs choices—giving just one concept won’t inspire 
much confidence in your design abilities. 

•	 What happens if your first idea doesn’t work? Now you have to start 
from scratch. If you have multiple ideas, you can easily move back to 
another one that might be more appropriate.

developing the ide a

Now that you have your sketches, you are finally ready to move to the 
computer (or if you’re making something manually to photograph, 
you’ll start with some mock-ups before producing the final).

What I generally do in my own work, and what I’ll have you do for 
this class, is sketch a number of ideas (around 7), and then roughly 
develop a few of the best ones on the computer (around 3) and from 
there, refine and narrow down to the most successful solution.

Again, all of these steps are necessary and you will be graded on the 
development of your ideas as shown in your process book.

production

Once you and your client have decided on a final direction, you can be-
gin ‘production’. This is when you get down to the nitty gritty details, 
make sure typesetting is tight, color palettes are solid, image resolu-
tion is acceptable, etc. With a client, you may have a few rounds back 
and forth during this period in order for them to do final proofing.

final (printing,  mock-up)

Now that your piece is fully designed and reviewed for technical de-
tails (typesetting, typos, bleed, resolution, etc.) you’ll get it printed and 
do any mocking up necessary (trimming, folding, stapling, etc.). 

When printing, it’s up to you—the designer—to make sure the output 
looks good and that the colors are printing as you intended. You may 
need to do a test print to check to see how your colors are printing. If 
they aren’t what you intended, you’ll need to make some adjustments 
to make sure they do. Keep in mind that various printers will output the 
file differently. It’s a good idea to know what printer you’re using early 
on, so you can do a test ahead of time (not on the day it’s due, only to 
find out nothings printing properly).

Make sure you take time to do a clean/professional mock-up.  
It’s tragic when a beautiful design is ruined by sloppy trimming or miss-
ing bleeds.



design process // VISUAL AND CONTENT RESEARCH

Content research: Content about my subject, Lubalin, designer of Lubalin Graph, from muliple sources (book and web)! Note that Wikipedia is not one of my sources.

Visual research: (left) Images of my subject and his typeface, Lubalin Graph. (right) images of color, composition, mood and type I like.


