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Intro

I did not sit down with the intent of writing a book. None of this content was premeditated or written specifically for this book. It was summertime, and I was on vacation with my family in Santa Cruz, Ca. We had stopped at a small local bookstore to buy some books and magazines to read over the next few days. While paying, I noticed a stand next to the register that had several small impulse buy books for sale. One, in particular, caught my eye. It was titled “101 things I learned in culinary school”. Something about the simplicity of the book and it’s title made me stop and think.

I realized that over the course of my life, I had given a lot of advice to people in several different formats. For years I had been responding to emails from people asking me for guidance on topics like my creative process, inspiration, how to get a job, handling clients and self-promotion. I had also been lucky to do quite a few interviews & conference presentations that covered many of these topics. I hadn’t realized it until that moment, but I already had the assets necessary for a similar book about design.

As a Creative Director and High School Football Coach of 16 years, it is in my blood to help mentor, teach and guide others. I love the passing on of knowledge to those around me. So I went back through those old emails, interviews and presentations to grab any advice, tips or comments I could find. Anything I felt might be useful to someone in our industry. What follows are some of those bits of advice from a period of over 15 years.

Some of these might be things you’ve already learned. Maybe you’ve heard something similar before. Some of these might sound redundant but are worded differently. It’s possible you’ve just forgotten something you’ve learned or lost your forward momentum and need a reminder.

Depending upon your skills or job you might read the word “designer” but you need to process the advice as “developer” for it to make sense or apply to you. Other tips might not apply to your current professional/personal situation but might be valid later in your career.


Please read each comment on its own. Separate from anything else said before it. Whatever your current situation, my hope is that something here helps you launch or re-launch your motivation, process, goals, or career in some way. If there are any subjects I don’t cover or if you have any questions, please email me. I’d love to hear your thoughts on the book and any ways I could make it better.

Best of luck and have fun.


CHAPTER 1

MOTIVATION & WORK ETHIC

Mental preparation for success

.01

You are only as good as your last project.

.02

Experience is earned.

Everyone wants to work on those once in a lifetime epic award-winning projects that everyone talks about. No one tells you that the road to those projects is paved by the mistakes and victories you achieve on all of the ordinary projects that came before it.

.03

Fall in love with the grind.

You must be willing to put in extra time when you’re the youngest or least experienced designer in the agency or on a project. There are no shortcuts to working on the cool projects. Take on as many different tasks as they are willing to give you. It doesn’t matter how big, small, cool or dull those jobs are. That’s how you get better, gain trust and more importantly, learn your limits.

.04

Opportunities for better projects start in “The Lab”.

Design is a competitive field. Grow at a faster pace by experimenting outside of regular work hours. Play around with unconventional design styles, video, 3d or WebGL. Then share those experiments for everyone to see. Not only will this give you increased visibility but also perceived expertise within an area that can and will lead to projects utilizing those skills.

.05

Insecurity is normal.

We all think our work isn’t as good as it could be and that every project we’ve done could be better. Don’t let insecurity stop you from showcasing your work.

.06

Even famous designers we look up to, have others they look to for inspiration.

Everyone has someone they look to and think, “I wish I were as good as them. I want to do the type of work they’re doing”. We’re all humans with inspirations and insecurities.

.07

Dedication, passion and commitment are equally as important as artistic talent.

Ultimately, an average designer with passion and dedication willing to put in the extra time and attention to a project can be every bit as good (or better) than an amazing designer who is lazy, unmotivated or uninspired.

.08

You control your destiny.

Nothing is stopping you from being a great designer except for the excuses that you formulate in your head. When professional projects at work turn bad, create projects at home. Make things you have fun creating that develop the style of work people will recognize you for. Take a chance. Keep working hard and be passionate about getting better.

.09

Stay humble and always give respect and kindness to everyone around you. You never know when you might meet again or need their help.

.10

Work harder & longer than everyone else in the agency and you will eventually be rewarded with opportunities to work on bigger and better projects.

.11

Be the best designer you can be at whatever style of work makes you happy.

.12

Launches are often anticlimactic.

Hours, weeks and sometimes months of hard work go into projects. You should be happy and excited to see it all go live. But bad client decisions, short deadlines and other variables can quickly affect the final product giving you a nervous or sad feeling that taints your emotional memory of a project. All you can remember are all of the cool ideas left on the client’s cutting room floor that didn’t make it into the site. These are hard feelings to get over. But learn to love and embrace the projects you’ve worked on for being that best that you could give within their constraints.

.13

Love what you do and infuse your passion, life and personality into each project regardless of the outcome or how big or small a project may be.

.14

Be prepared. Work hard. Love what you do. Finish every project.


.15

Never be too proud to analyze yourself.

Take an honest look at your habits, experience and skills to determine what is truly holding you back from achieving your goals. Then be strong enough to take action on those observations to change the things that are not working.

.16

Set up both long & short term career goals along with an action plan of how you will accomplish them.

Long-term goals are important things like getting a job at your favorite agency, awards, magazine/book features, salary increase or job promotion. Short-term goals are education, skill or stylistic improvements. Constantly evaluate goal progress to objectively see if you need to change your plan, process, attitude or work ethic to accomplish them.

.17

Goals must be observable, clearly measurable and attainable otherwise they’re just dreams.

.18

Goal overload can be just as counterproductive as having no goals.


  


.19

Nothing changes if nothing changes.


.20

Success is uncommon. Therefore success is only experienced by uncommon people or efforts.

.21

Doing the bare minimum always returns average results.

Doing this repeatedly in your designs becomes a bad habit which is hard to recover from. “Do whatever it takes” is an attitude, a lifestyle, belief system and a choice you must make every day. Put in extra efforts that others might not give to increase your odds of getting noticed and making an impact on an otherwise average project.

.22

Actions speak louder than words. Don’t talk about producing great work. Do great work. Or at least be on the pathway towards learning how to produce great work.

.23

Promote your work. Otherwise, no one will ever know you were a part of the project.


.24

Becoming one of the best designers in the world is the most effective way to stand out from everyone else.

But it won’t happen overnight. You must be unique and have the best skills, style and portfolio which all come by embracing the grind in your free time when no one else is watching or working.

.25

Average is the opposite of great. Ordinary work will rarely achieve great attention.

.26

Everyone wants to be a game day hero but nobody wants to practice.

.27

You can’t please everyone working on the project.

Trying to do so is usually a direct pathway to mediocre creative and failure to meet expectations. The only opinions that matter are those of the client and the user.

.28

Do great work or expect to be overlooked for others that do.


.29

EVERY project has the potential to change your career for better or worse.

Treat every project as an opportunity to do something special instead of only putting your best into what you feel are the important projects or big name clients. You never know which project will define your future (good or bad) so put your best into each one.

.30

Successful personal projects are often the results of anarchy against bad daytime jobs, projects & clients. Turn bad work situations into positive personal ones.

.31

Talent and skill are important, but you can’t reach your full creative potential as a designer without drive & ambition.

.32

You can always handle more than you think.

Stretch the limits of your current design abilities by taking on more work and responsibility than your comfort zone allows. Much like building muscle requires adding extra weight and repetitions while working out. So does your growth as a designer with all of your skills.

.33

Praise is fleeting. Accept praise for your work, but ignore it because it will stunt your drive and personal growth.


.34

Accept criticism but don’t absorb it if it’s not valid to the wider vision of a situation that only you truly know.


  


.35

Make more time.

Take a week and do the following: Eat lunch at your desk instead of going out. Stay off social media like Twitter & Facebook. Only open & respond to emails 3x a day. Turn off the TV and stay away from YouTube. Avoid mobile, or console games. All of these things bleed small amounts of time every day. When added together those tiny bits form big chunks of time which could be used for any number of things both professional or personal.

.36

Fear is the mind killer.

Your insecurities, fears and doubts are limiting your potential and ultimately your career. You must believe you can create award winning work, be featured in magazines or work at the best agencies for those goals to be real possibilities.

.37

If one of your goals isn’t to produce award-winning work, you most likely won’t produce any.

.38

There is no perfect moment or client. Stop waiting for one. Take action on your thoughts without waiting for the perfect time.



.39

If someone in the industry is better than you, it’s likely they’ve worked harder or longer than you to get there.

.40

Raw talent is important but work ethic and experience over time are more essential in creating a successful design career.

.41

Keep Dreaming. Stay Hungry.

When your design dreams of winning an award or being featured in a magazine become your reality, they are no longer your dreams. Do not settle. Avoid resting upon your past. Keep cultivating new goals and moving forward with new passions.

.42

Good designers don’t need to hear from others that they’re good.

Experience and knowledge breed confidence. That confidence sheds the desire to seek acceptance and confirmation from others that you know what you’re doing.

.43

Experience criticism and grow from it.

If you avoid criticism by never putting yourself out there with a portfolio, you’ll never feel pressured to develop your skills to their full potential. You need that fear of being judged and having your work critiqued to push you to grow higher.


.44

You only have a few real opportunities in your career to do something special.

Your windows are small. Seize every opportunity and pretend every project is your last chance to prove what you can do.

.45

Doubt in yourself will lead to doubt in your work. This leads to an inability to sell your ideas and doubt by the client that your designs are what they are looking for.

.46

Have passion for every project.

You can always tell when a design, movie, song or piece of art was created by someone who was passionately having fun in the creation process. When others see and feel that excitement mixed with your blood, sweat and tears the project will shine even brighter. Don’t go through the motions.

.47

Criticism is fuel.

Some mentors, friends, coworkers or employers will try and motivate you by saying you “can’t do” something. Make sure to recognize this situation for what it is. Process such comments as motivation rather than getting caught up in petty, defensive thoughts. Drama & negativity will not make you any better, but if used properly, patronizing words can push you through boundaries you might not have knocked down alone.


.48

The greatest motivation for being good at what you do isn’t just more money or an important sounding title. It’s the potential for increased freedom, choices & control over your life and the direction of your career.

.49

When you put positive energy and extra work into a project, it will always come back and benefit you in some way. Occasionally in ways, you might not immediately comprehend and sometimes long after the work is done.

.50

We all have excuses for why we haven’t achieved a goal or dream.

But for the things that truly matter if you want them bad enough you will have to push aside the things that are getting in your way. Do what you have to do to get where you want to be. Otherwise, someone else will.

.51

Leading is lonely but exciting. Following is crowded and boring.


.52

Goals need to be openly talked about, fantasized over and reached for repeatedly to eventually become true.

.53

Confidence is one of the most important skills necessary to being a creative lead on any project.

You must enter the gauntlet believing that your ideas, style and execution can and will win any project you touch. Then exude that presence to the client inspiring them to believe in your ideas.

.54

Be the best at what you do and set your own rules.

If you are the best person in the room at what you do, then you can set your own rules. As your job title goes up, so does the money you make. But more importantly, so does the control you have over your work when it gets done, how it gets done and what gets presented to clients. If you’re just the lowly “designer” on the project, you should expect to be ordered around by project managers, clients, bosses and everyone else above you. The higher up you are, the more control you can fight for and the more protective you can be about how you give up your time. But you have to be able to back it up. If you’re missing deadlines or bombing projects you’ve got bigger problems to worry about than keeping your life in balance.


.55

Money and success should never consume or change you. Both can potentially strip away your drive for creativity and alter the person that brought you those accomplishments in the first place.

.56

Unsolicited sincere compliments mean more.

Never fish for compliments on your work. Most people will only ever say what you want to hear which might not be what you actually need.

.57

Consistently producing influential work requires an attitude that says “I will not compromise my standards.”

It takes constant vigilance and effort because producing uninspired work is a downward spiral towards mediocrity. It is a disease acquired thru repetition and a habit that should be avoided because the result is that no one will care about you or your work.

.58

Do something seven days in a row to create a habit.

Identify something you’d like to learn or work on. Challenge yourself to set aside time for it 7days in a row. If it’s important, you will find a way to make it happen. This will build momentum and hopefully become something you see through to completion.


.59

Believe in yourself and your personal style. Trust in your creativity and the purpose of your passion.


  


.60

Keep moving, living, growing and expanding your horizons.

You can be on the pathway you dreamed of, but when you stop in the middle of that journey, you might as well be lost or have never started. You may work at one of the best agencies in the world but if you’re going through the motions producing average work you’re not taking advantage of that opportunity.

.61

Nothing important comes without a lot of effort and maybe some pain.

If you want to reach a goal that is worthwhile, it’s going to take time. It also takes an ability to get up off the ground when something bigger than you has put you there. If you’re not ready, you have to make yourself ready. You must avoid being intimidated; you must have confidence in yourself.

.62

Set new goals so that your best work is not behind you but yet to come.

.63

Don’t let a fear of change hinder the steps you need to take to achieve your dreams.


.64

Few people know how or are willing to make the sacrifices it takes to be a great designer. You must put in the time and develop the skill to get the rewards.

.65

When clients make bad design decisions, you must have the ability to accept a temporary defeat.

To understand that it’s temporary without quitting. To recognize maybe you’ve lost the battle but the war isn’t over and that you must keep fighting for your designs.

.66

In design critiques, you will benefit more from being told what you NEED to hear not what you WANT to hear.

.67

Surround yourself with the best or the hungriest creative people you can find.

You are the average of your 5-7 closest friends. Choose the ones who will lift you up and grow, not pull you down like anchors.

.68

Live wherever makes you and your family happy.

Don’t feel pressured to work in major cities like San Francisco, New York, Los Angeles or even the United States to work on the best projects. The primary requirement is to be talented and unique. I have friends known around the world, who have been featured in books & magazines and have won countless awards working on high profile projects. These individuals live in places like Fresno, California; Peoria, Arizona; Helena, Montana; and Bay of Islands, New Zealand. If you’re good, you control your destiny and you can live, work and thrive from wherever you want.

.69

What’s your dream and what’s your plan? You need to have both.

.70

Wake up every day excited to create beautiful work and control your creative destiny. Don’t lose a single day standing still.

.71

Go THROUGH challenges not around them.

The efforts and struggles of fighting through boring or damaged projects are what prepares you for success on the important projects.

.72

Realizing you’re not where you want to, needs to be motivating not paralyzing.

.73

What are you willing to give up to achieve something you want to accomplish?

.74

We are mentally, physically, emotionally and creatively all like sharks. The minute we stop swimming we die.



CHAPTER 2

GROWTH & MASTERY

Education, process & skill acquisition

.75

There are ALWAYS more assets. Good creatives find ways to create their own assets even when there are none from the client.

.76

Inspiration can happen anywhere.

When searching for those big creative ideas, try and get away from the computer to just zone out while doing something athletic in order to free your mind of any limitations. Physical activities help push aside all of the internal and external noise that constantly bombards us all and hinders our creativity.

.77

Focus your efforts.

Execute the majority of your style and page designs at one time in a design sprint. Revisiting design elements even a week or two later can lead to disjointed mismatching elements because your personal style and inspirations subtly change over time.

.78

Keep moving forward.

When you get stuck in the design process, switch to other responsibilities such as cutting out assets, searching stock photography or organizational tasks. This helps you stay productive, prevents you from staring at a blank canvas and will ultimately free your mind to come up with ideas.


.79

Empty your mind.

The time spent doing mundane tasks like organizing Photoshop layers and project assets are perfect for leaving your mind completely blank. This opens your mind for those cool concepts which end up defining a project. Who hasn’t had a brilliant idea when preoccupied with something boring like driving to work? You also look more professional when you pass off assets to the client or another team member.

.80

Don’t design in the browser on long-term projects.

Organize all visual assets of the project in Photoshop before any animation or development begins rather than designing as you develop. This ensures that theme and visual representation are consistent throughout the design, rather than a mixture of things you might have been feeling over the longer time period it takes to develop the site.

.81

Add layers of love.

Once a project lives, breathes, animates and functions as the client expects it to, take a step back from the project and revisit key areas adding a few “layers of love” to make the project exceed client expectations. This is accomplished by going over the project in successive waves adding fun, unique animations, details and further functionality until your deadline is reached.

.82

Repetition fine tunes personal style and breeds confidence.

With every completed project you get better, faster and your experience allows you to begin seeing the design solutions in your head before you even start. Thus eliminating the time spent staring at the screen or surfing for inspiration wondering what you’re going to do. This allows you more time to work on the details that will truly separate a boring project from an exceptional project.

.83

Create a Visual Vocabulary.

Set up standards and rules for consistency of every visual piece of a project. Colors, fonts, button sizes, line spacing, margins, etc. all establish the visual vocabulary or style guide of a site. Once established, don’t deviate from that vocabulary for any reason. Together these pieces play a big part in how cohesive the design is and how intuitive the site is to use. Consistent details matter.

.84

Old School is just as important as New School.

Every technique/solution both old and new has a place in the bag of tricks we use to design & develop projects. We shouldn’t get too caught up in using just the latest and greatest trends when delivering solutions for our clients because they aren’t always the best option. The key is looking at each project individually and evaluating all of the goals and limitations like budget, timing, costs associated with various execution scenarios and skill sets of the people involved in the project. Use the solution that gets the job done within the limitations of the moment.

.85

New or old techniques are only as effective as the experienced hands that implement them.

.86

Distractions kill productivity.

Wasted time is like eating junk food. Eating a “Twinkie” is empty calories in your diet. One “Twinkie” from time to time won’t affect you. But if you eat enough of them, you’re going to gain weight and get slow. An hour lost with an empty activity at work must be taken later from your free time. Are those “Twinkies” worth it? Feed yourself with the right fuel like a professional athlete would. Unplug from social outlets like Email, IM, Youtube, Facebook, Twitter and other extraneous influences when you need to focus on getting something done. Turn off everything for 3-4 hours at a time and see how much work you get done. We live in a world where we feel obligated to respond to an email, IM or phone call the second you receive it. You have to break yourself of such junk food habits by prioritizing your deadlines and tasks above others.

.87

Keep track of those random moments of inspiration, or else the ideas will be forgotten amongst all of the noise in our lives.

.88

Technology is the icing on the cake.

Just like a good photograph can stir emotions, a kickass design stands on its own without needing animations or any technology to bring it to life.

.89

Specializing allows you to focus on being the best at one thing.

Over the years your experience will exponentially pay off if you hold yourself to a high standard. If you are a designer, a possible downside is that you will always depend on others to help bring your projects to life. Which can be frustrating if where you work has not invested in the right caliber of people who can develop to the level you are trying to achieve.

.90

Using UI kits and templates can help save time. But the more you use them, the more you depend on them and the less your work will stand out as unique.


.91

You don’t need Feedback. The most liberating moment for any designer is when you stop soliciting ideas and feedback from others and start gathering them from your heart, soul and intuition.

.92

Protect your time.

Clients, bosses and project managers will always try to get more from you out of less time. Deadlines are important but always fight to preserve your time otherwise you’ll sacrifice creativity.

.93

Skills are developed and earned by doing tasks over and over.

No different than learning an athletic skill, learning to play a musical instrument or mastering a video game.

.94

Your target audience is not the overzealous super-fan client or the design community. It is the skeptical indecisive user or first-time visitor whose trust and attention you need to gain.


.95

First round designs should focus on general style, UX and significant problem-solving objectives rather than the tiny details.

Don’t spend extensive amounts of time crafting the “perfect button” if your overall style, layout and user flow are not fine tuned. The more you sweat the small details, the more you’ll fall behind in addressing the bigger issues which ultimately are what make a project successful.

.96

Cultivate your personal style, technical skills, processes and problem-solving techniques so that your creativity can take over when inspiration strikes.

.97

The biggest waste of time & money in any project is the inability to make decisions. Lead yourself, your team and your clients.

.98

Fight for more design time.

While it’s necessary to have a deliverable timeline for any type of work, sometimes it’s impossible to speculate on the amount of time it will take to formulate the best creative solution. When asked for how long it might take you to design something always pad your time.


.99

Perfect your workflow on projects that have extremely tight deadlines.

I call these projects “Boot Camps” because you survive by honing the processes and techniques you already know within a shorter time frame than normally comfortable. While stressful, the benefits of surviving boot camp projects are that you are faster and more confident in your core skills for the cooler projects down the road. An additional benefit is that it takes you less time to do more which maximizes your profit potential on later projects with fixed budgets.

.100

You don’t have to specialize to be a successful creative.

The challenge of learning and using multiple skills like design, front-end development, photography and animation all together is fun, exciting and empowering. While you’ll never be “the best” in any single discipline, you won’t ever need to rely on others to bring your ideas to life.

.101

Every project has a personality, and it is up to you to create it.

The right personality or mood can help people remember a site, buy a product or trust a company. How we establish that personality is up to us. It is the result of things like layout, colors, fonts, photography, 3D, video, music, animations or interactions. All of these combine to create each user’s emotional interpretation of a site. The more a person feels the specific emotions we want them to the more they will remember the project.


.102

Do not focus on the “Design Community” liking the content, style or layout of a project. The only group that matters is the target audience and if they can actually use the site.

.103

Never confuse tools with strategies.

WebGL, Canvas, Flash, Jquery, CSS3 and HTML5 are just tools used to execute the unique creative strategies and ideas that come from our minds to help fuel the success of a site.

.104

A good idea with bad design rarely achieves the attention it deserves.

Consequently, good design can make any idea look interesting but can’t salvage a bad idea from failure. Success depends on both being good.

.105

All of the tiny little compromises over the life of a project add up to corrupt and deteriorate even the strongest designs.

.106

The creative process is similar to the action of completing a maze. Sometimes you need to explore a pathway to learn that it isn’t the right one so that you can backtrack and select the correct direction.

.107

It is better to deliver unique, impactful & emotional creative rather than boring, safe concepts that anyone could do.

Once your work is associated with being boring or safe it’s difficult to regain trust or interest that you can do better. Your clients will eventually move on to someone else who can actually elevate their brand like you should have.

.108

Minimal “safe” designs usually lead to forgetful sites. “Hey, who designed that very minimal site with big typography we were looking at a week ago?”

”I don’t remember. Which one?”

.109

On personal projects always set a deadline and stick to it like you would a client project. If you don’t have a deadline, you will rarely finish the project.

.110

Avoid creative decisions motivated by budget or money.

Money clouds judgment and dilutes the creative process by ruling out options that might push the envelope.

.111

You can have read every tutorial on the internet, but that won’t make you a better designer until you’ve used that knowledge in a project.

.112

If a bad client request like “make the logo bigger” threatens to “ruin” your work, then the design probably wasn’t that good to begin with.

.113

Being a one trick pony with only one design style or skill only works if you’re the best person using that style and it’s the hot trend at the moment.

.114

Know more. Do more. Earn More. Have more fun.

A designer who can execute or influence the UX, UI, animation, photography, 3d and development of a project is a management level Art Director or Creative Director. They can control their professional destiny, the creative vision of their work and earn as much money as they want. Individuals who can only do singular things will eventually reach a glass ceiling of respect, knowledge and participation on their projects. They will also potentially grow frustrated as various aspects of a project are dictated by others.


.115

To be considered for unique projects, showcase your creative diversity.

Anyone can learn basic UX, a few standard layouts and a generic design style for a specific medium. Unfortunately the variables of each project fluctuate and so do the mediums, styles, layouts and solutions necessary for success. Until you’ve proven you can design for that diversity, your project choices will likely be limited to past accomplishments. You won’t work on an interactive WebGL experience for a movie if you’ve only proven you can design a children’s mobile app.

.116

Don’t use Technology as an excuse.

Current technology limitations should never be an excuse for not dreaming up new and unique creative ideas, solutions, experiences or designs. There are always possibilities within every technology and we have more options now than ever before.

.117

There is a difference between working effectively vs. efficiently.

Being effective means setting and achieving goals. Being efficient means you’re achieving maximum productivity with minimum wasted effort or expense. Unfortunately you can be highly effective but be throwing 80 hours a week at a project. Or be highly efficient and doing average work because you’re not putting enough time in. There needs to be a balance where you are crushing goals & deadlines but aren’t killing yourself or not living life because you’re working so much.

.118

Efficiency is just as important as hard work.

The more efficient you are, the more projects you can open yourself up to over the course of the year. That translates to more opportunities to do great work that fills up your portfolio to hopefully gain you recognition, money and creative freedom. You never want to look back on a year of working on just one or two projects or nothing that you’re proud of.

.119

Even great ideas can yield bad results if the design execution is poor.

.120

Not every project will make it into your portfolio.

But every project is an opportunity to improve on something. Even a boring project where you are doing production work is a chance to fine-tune your technical skills, speed, efficiency and process which will benefit you later on the special projects.

.121

The target audience changes with each project and client and so should your style & solutions.

Sometimes the target audience is a focused group of individuals and it is easy to create designs catering to that group. Other times the audience is so large and diverse that there is no pleasing all of the users. In cases where the audience is too diverse or undefined, it pays to listen to the guidance and advice of the client to make sure you are pleasing and reaching the people that they perceive as the most important.

.122

It’s impossible to account for every single user’s preferences.

Every individual in the world has a different take on a favorite color, font, design style, font size, music genre, etc... Combine all of these opinions together and the combinations are endless. Designing a site for every possible user group isn’t possible without losing a lot of the soul and personality of a site. Don’t be afraid to take chances or focus just on pleasing the largest percentage of the target audience.

.123

There is always a deadline, hurdle or client limitation on each project.

We must do our best with the cards were given. Some projects turn out great. Some turn out like complete and utter crap. No project ever feels finished.

.124

Experience can be the enemy of creativity.

Don’t let your knowledge of what you know has worked or failed in the past limit you from coming up with a potential new idea in the future.

.125

Design isn’t just about creating a pretty image. It is a strategic exercise in finding the best combination of BOTH organizational problem solving and artistic style.

.126

A true designer does both UX and UI design.

These two skills might unfortunately be divided where you work. But it all comes down to how much control you’d like to have in the creative process and how high you’d like to rise in the industry. The more tools, skills and knowledge you have, the more you can creatively contribute to or direct various aspects of a project. Do both UX and UI and you’ll have more respect, earn more money and make a bigger difference on projects.


.127

When asking for objective critiques of your work, try and focus the questions into comments on specific details.

Vague questions such as “So what do you think?” will often result in vague answers both positive and negative based on the other person’s style that does not address the feedback you truly need. A better question is “What can I do to make this specific area better?”.

.128

Use whichever operating system, hardware or software works for you and your workflow.

I was once told, “Only creative people use MACS.” I have always preferred using a PC. Using a MAC or PC indicates nothing about your potential or skill as a designer or developer. Neither platform is more/less creative than the other. If a certain piece of hardware or software works for you and you know how to use it, then it is the right one for you. Even if someone else claims their tool is better.

.129

Just because trends exist among designers doesn’t mean that people outside the design community (the real users) actually like them.

.130

Make client work personal.

As long as you are doing predominantly “Client” work, you’ll find yourself looking at other people’s experimental personal projects with a bit of envy. If you can’t do those types of projects for yourself, try to apply your ideas to viable work projects. Don’t be afraid to suggest progressive enhancements or ideas you’re inspired by that could actually improve the quality of a client project. What’s the worst thing that could happen? The client says no. But at least you tried and possibly learned some new software or techniques that might make it into your next personal or work project.

.131

The freedom to make your own decisions without needing the consent of a committee is one of the most powerful assets you can have on a project. Fight for that freedom to control your own creative destiny.

.132

Having more than one role on a project allows you more control of the overall creative execution of a site and keeps your job from becoming boring and repetitive.

.133

(moreTime != betterWork)

More time does not equal better work. Long projects with a surplus of time, meetings and group decisions can also end horribly. Some of the worst projects I have experienced were 6+ months while some of the best projects were two-week sprints.


.134

Be open to all solutions when you are in the creative brainstorm phase of a project. Don’t eliminate an option because you have too much or too little experience with a technology. Experience can work against you making your solutions predictable and boring.

.135

Successful UI animations require a strong sense of rhythm.

Animation is not about what plug-ins, software or technology you’re using. It’s about timing, tempo and how you layer the movement of individual assets together in a way that harmoniously tells a visual story. This only comes with practice and experience.

.136

Always finalize the functionality of a site before adding animations, interactions or transitions. A site can launch without all of the bells and whistles and still be a success.

.137

College degrees are not necessary for success as a designer in this industry.

I have a college degree in Rhetoric and Communications. The student in me wishes that I had a degree or formal education in art or design. But I also feel that not knowing some things have helped me be more open to self-growth, experimentation and cultivating a diverse skill set. Half of my friends have a design education and the other half are self-taught like myself. Some people need the structure and guidance of a formal education system. Others are do-it-yourself types who need to move at their own speed and figure things out through trial and error. Neither way is perfect. Ultimately, success and beautiful work depends on the individual and how they grow, learn and create the best. How you gained your knowledge is not important. All that matters are your results and if your work is good or not.

.138

Attend conferences with goals and a purpose.

Each conference has something to offer. But just like planning out the places to see on a vacation you have to organize your time to maximize your money and optimize the experience. In addition, meeting up with online acquaintances, prospective clients and speakers can all lead to future projects or jobs which easily cover the cost of admission.

.139

Avoid conference sessions on topics you’re already an expert at. You’ll just reaffirm knowledge you already have. It’s far better to attend topics on things you don’t understand or that are outside of your comfort zone.

.140

Even art schools produce bad designers.

Can a degree from an art school be a good thing? YES! Is one necessary? NO! What’s truly important, is how hard you’re willing to work in or out of school to learn the skills you need to survive.


.141

You must be an expert at something to stand out.

Design, Photoshop, Motion, WebGL, Front-end development, Javascript, HTML/CSS are all singular skills to start with. Pick one thing to learn and know it like the back of your hand. Once you’ve achieved mastery with it focus on expanding that knowledge to as many things that work with, supports or relates to that skill. Grow outwards from that central point of interest. If you start by learning random skills that do not relate to one another, it will be harder to make them all work together.

.142

Take on projects where you are forced to learn new skills that will benefit you later. Even if it’s at the sacrifice of time, money and a few gray hairs.

.143

Master one skill at a time.

The more you attempt to master several skills at once the greater the chance you’ll end up being average at all of them. Spread out your learning by picking one skill and focus on it for a year or two. This could be any creative discipline like interactive design, print, HTML, Flash, illustration or Motion graphics or a specific type of design within any of these (Posters, Wallpapers, Websites, etc.). Complete focus and dedication to one program or skill for a year or more will leave you with experience, understanding and muscle memory of a discipline that will stay with you forever rather than just being average at several things.

.144

Learning how to design is similar to learning how to play a musical instrument like a guitar.

You can take music lessons but most people further guitar skills by learning how to play their favorite songs and then practicing them over and over in their free time. As you learn more songs, you start to cultivate the style of music you like and eventually start making your own unique music.

.145

Be a specialist with a unique skill or knowledge of a tool.

At an early job, I became known as one of the only people in the company who knew Adobe Flash. This paid huge dividends because instead of just being one of the designers on the team who had no voice in meetings, I suddenly was a valued opinion in the group. I could help set expectations, timing and creative visions for projects involving Flash. Anytime you can control your destiny and have a leading voice on a project you can also control what is expected of you and when it’s due. Today’s modern equivalents to Flash would be anything to do with WebGL, Canvas or tools like Cinema 4D.

.146

Skills come from hours of experimenting with your ideas, observing trends, re-creating styles that might influence you and learning from all of the successes and mistakes you experience on projects.

.147

Experience is earned thru repetition and hard work on REAL PROJECTS. Not from reading a tutorial.

.148

Self perception is reality.

I wasn’t always a designer. I started as a front-end developer who aspired to be a designer. I wanted to have the power to change the things about a design I didn’t feel were right. Although I always considered myself creative, I continually felt inferior to others who went to Art School or college for design. In my mind, they knew what was right or wrong according to the principles of art and design while I just had untrained opinions. It took a lot of work and practice but I grew my design skills over several years. But even then I wasn’t confident. It wasn’t until I verbally started calling myself a designer out loud that I was able to start relaxing and shed my insecurities when I worked. Once I stopped listening to those internal doubts in my head my career as a designer took off.

.149

No one will hire you for your hidden skills.

Don’t hide the things you’re experimenting with because you don’t think they’re good enough. If it’s not visible in your portfolio or talked about by others, no one knows about it. It’s the skills and knowledge you showcase that will gain you notoriety, respect and possibly more work.

.150

Everything you need to learn to change your career is accessible for free on the internet. The answer to every question you might have, can be found by a simple google search. What are you waiting for?

.151

Knowing the pathway to mastery that other designers have followed to achieve their success is valuable. But you really just need to know what is possible.

Then go and accomplish the same things your way but within your style, skills, strengths and weaknesses. Because there are many pathways available to achieve the same results. What might have worked for someone else might not work for you or even be an option available. Just because they had to work 80 hours a week working at a huge agency in San Francisco doing product design, doesn’t mean that is the formula you need to follow. I created a name for myself working at a small agency near where I grew up in Orange County, California far away from the large cities where the big agencies exist.

.152

Foosball is the Enemy.

At an early job when work stopped coming in, a lot of people spent time playing Foosball to pass the empty time in the day. I recognized early on that it was a waste of time playing a game that wouldn’t benefit me in any professional way. Instead of playing or bonding with my co-workers, I spent my time learning Flash, CSS, animation and worked hard to become a better designer. Which eventually paid dividends and launched my career. Foosball is just a metaphor for anything in your day that might distract you or take your time. Long lunches, useless meetings, video games, Facebook and mindless surfing, are all things that when done excessively, affect how productive you can be and how good you are at your job.

.153

The details matter.


CHAPTER 3

BE UNIQUE &
STAND OUT

Individual style & self-promotion

.154

Be Different.

It’s ok not to see things the way others do. Your ideas, vision & style should be unique to you as a person and the things that inspire you. They shouldn’t come from what someone else thinks you should do. Being different means that you have the potential to approach & create designs unique to you that will inspire others.

.155

Your personal style is the only thing you truly have control over. Push your style without needing, wanting or waiting for the approval of others. Especially in personal projects.

.156

Be observant of those who have been there before you.

There are many talented creatives who inspire us across different mediums and genres. Observe what they do and how they do it. Learn their techniques without directly copying their artistic style. Apply those techniques to your projects infusing them with your unique mixture of passion, experience and creative expression to form a new creative perspective.


.157

There is only one you.

Don’t try and do things exactly like someone else’s work. Be aware of what makes you unique. It’s your greatest gift and what will help define and separate you from others.

.158

All critiques are welcome, but not all critiques are valid. Learn who you should and shouldn’t listen to.

.159

How can you stand out if your work looks like everyone else’s?

.160

Minimalism without personal style is just boring design.

.161

The first step in developing a style that everyone recognizes you for is to stop ripping off the current trends that everyone else is doing.

.162

Know your Style.

Tight deadlines are often the wrong situations to experiment with styles and skills that aren’t already in your bag of tricks. When designing on a tight deadline “be yourself” by leaning upon your current skills, strengths, interests and personal style. Decisions can be made a lot faster if you have a well developed personal design style, codebase, process or even just a style guide for a particular project. One of the things that waste the most time on any given project is taking too long to make intelligent decisions. Sometimes that “looking for inspiration” stage can drag you down. If you have a strong personal style, you will enter projects already knowing the pathway you’re going to walk down which can save you time. Doing so doesn’t mean you’re not creative or open to other options. It just means that you’re able to optimize your time by not wasting it trying to figure out where to start.

.163

Observe, Listen & Learn.

Fight to stay open to new ideas, techniques and creative paradigms that will help your work grow in the future.

.164

When you start telling yourself “it’s been done before” you’ve closed your mind to the possibilities.

Change your paradigm to be “it’s been done before, but I’m going to do it better.”

.165

Don’t spread yourself so thin by obsessing about learning other people’s styles and techniques to the point that you never really establish your own.

.166

The only way to stay ahead of design trends is to create them.

Identifying, establishing and honing personal styles or techniques through repetition is what will separate you from the crowd who is just copying popular trends. Create your path and be the best at your style and others will notice you for it.

.167

Our ideas aren’t completely ours, and there is no such thing as an original idea.

We’re all influenced by someone or something else, but we do have control over our individual styles which should never directly copy someone else.

.168

It’s okay to have one style as long as you don’t mind working on the same type of projects over and over and over…

.169

In a sea of creatives all influenced by the same trends, it takes a lot of effort to be unique and truly commit to a personal style that separates you from everyone else.

.170

Once you’re confident with your work, you will stop worrying about what other people think of it.

Such confidence becomes an unstoppable force in your ability to make faster and more effective decisions when you design.

.171

Not being known in the design community is actually an opportunity to act without the pressure that comes from the expectations of others.

A reputation established by past accomplishments or styles can have a stifling influence on coming up with fresh ideas.

.172

You will get more projects if people recognize your work for being consistently great rather than consistently the same style.

But if you are focused on one style it is better to be recognized for kicking ass with that style than not being recognized at all.

.173

It’s easy to hate on other people’s work if you’re not happy with your own style or situation.

The happier you are with your work, the more you’ll appreciate and applaud rather than hate on what other’s are doing, thinking or saying.

.174

Develop a cohesive animation style for each project.

Pick an easing equation and stick with it throughout the site. Make sure that all objects of similar type (for example buttons) always animate with the same duration. Strive to make everything work in unison and animate to the same beat.

.175

You don’t need a “portfolio” to survive and get a job. But who doesn’t want more $$$ and creative control of their destiny & work choices? Make the time.

.176

Self-promote yourself even if it’s not comfortable.

The biggest promotional tool a designer can have is a personal URL. It is vital to have a unique site that showcases your talent, skill, personality and creative vision outside the standardized portfolio templates that people use. It’s important to promote your site then by being active in communities like Behance & Dribbble, submitting sites for showcases & awards like FWA & Awwwards, networking on Twitter or LinkedIn and submitting recent work to magazines.

.177

Don’t rely upon your day job to be your only creative outlet or sole source of work for a portfolio.

Sometimes it’s necessary to fabricate your own work, website or personal art to gain a name and get a foot up into a better job. You need to sit down and brainstorm and create the best looking portfolio that you can make, even if that portfolio might not have much of your professional work in it.

.178

The focus, presentation and contents of your portfolio can and should change depending upon your current professional goals. A portfolio that needs to get you a new full-time job should look a lot different than one geared towards selling personal art or gaining more freelance work.


.179

Portfolio designs generally follow two formulas.

Option 1: A simple content oriented grid design with basic styles and fonts which do not compete with the work found within. In this case, the quality of the work itself is what gets you noticed and the site is just the framework. This is what most designers commonly do if they have a solid body of past work.

Option 2: A highly stylized design which showcases a unique individual perspective that possibly overpowers or hides the work within. This option is more likely to get you recognition or awards based on the emotion or experience of the site itself. The road less traveled is harder to do because it means ignoring or breaking current trends. Both can be effective.

Choose the one that best fits your personality or needs.

.180

When deciding on where to start designing your portfolio, take a look at the type/style of work you’d like to be doing and then do that work for yourself. This will place you in the exact niche you want to be in.


  


.181

Don’t Blend in. Stand Out.

It’s easy to take the safe road executing the trends and styles everyone else is doing. Unfortunately, most people don’t get recognized for staying in the shadows. Unless your work is better than everyone else in the community doing the same thing, blending in won’t get you the recognition you want.


.182

If potential clients or the community don’t see you or your work, then you don’t exist. Neither will any opportunities for new projects or jobs.

Even if you’re an introvert, you have to get eyes on your work in whatever way works for your personality. Not having publicly visible work gives you fewer career options.

.183

When brainstorming portfolio or personal project ideas, start with a new style or topic you’re passionate about. Try not to feel pressured to start where you think others expect you should based upon past work.

.184

If your strategy for gaining new projects and recognition depends on someone discovering your work but all you have is a temporary splash page with no portfolio, then your plan will probably fail.


.185

It takes hard work to become visible in the community, and it’s even more difficult to stay both visible and relevant over time.

.186

Portfolio platforms like Behance are simple and effective ways to showcase your work online, but there are drawbacks.

If your work gets featured, there are tremendous opportunities for recognition in the community. Unfortunately, not everyone gets featured, and there are drawbacks that should be considered. A huge downside to these networks is that your work is hosted among peers and companies that you might be in competition with for work. Imagine sending a client a link to your work on a hosted portfolio platform, and instead of seeing just your projects they start clicking the people in your own network or the featured pages. Then they find someone better or cheaper than you to do their project. Unless your work is better than everyone else around you, don’t rely on them as your only portfolio.

.187

Portfolio platforms help make people lazy to the point of not pushing their own portfolio sites as the initial point of contact with the community.

For most of us, our client work doesn’t showcase our real personalities. As templates, neither do these hosted sites. So we should all have individual portfolios that allow us to visually and verbally separate ourselves from everyone else and tell the whole story of who we are. As the popularity of these communities increase, many people have forgotten this and are getting lost in the crowd.

.188

If you only show the same style of boring client work in your portfolio, that is all you will be known for.

That is the only style of work that studios or clients will approach you for. The only way to break that view of your work is experimenting with and posting the type of work you’d rather be doing. Sometimes this means transforming a portfolio into an experimental website that in fact shows no past work and is simply a fun creative outlet.

.189

You might have to design your personal portfolio 10x to find the best one for you.

But each time you START and FINISH a design you learn something about yourself and the process. Don’t start, get frustrated and stop... Can you do that with a client or work project? No. We always have to finish something to learn from it. Even our personal stuff.

.190

Student portfolios that are too diverse with nothing focused in one area don’t show a prospective employer that they should take a chance on you.

I get the question a lot from students about how they should populate their portfolios to get hired out of art school. Focus your portfolio. A portfolio geared towards getting a job should either reflect the style of work that you want to be doing or the companies you want to produce work for. If you’re hunting for a job at a studio that produces websites, show as many websites in your portfolio as you can. If those studios have a particular style, try and feature that style if possible. Eliminate or hide vague school projects, your first 3d render, mediocre photography or anything that doesn’t highlight your strengths and what you might be doing in the company. Showing broad work from art school or work from other disciplines can dilute your content, presentation and impair your goal of getting a job.

.191

We all have unlimited creative freedom.

There is nothing stopping you from creating an amazing personal site, personal brand, motion graphics video, experimental art or anything that embraces some wild idea that you have. You don’t need to wait for a client to fill your portfolio with stunning work and you don’t need someone else’s approval that your idea is a good one.

.192

Archive all projects online when they are done.

Be prepared for any situation. Process and archive screenshots from all of your latest work and post them on your portfolio even if they aren’t publicly visible. You never know when you will need to easily showcase specific examples of recent work to a prospective client. Sometimes the difference between you getting a project over someone else is how quickly you responded to email inquiries with examples of your work. The freedom to respond immediately is liberating and makes the process stress free.

.193

We all have free time in between projects. Use that time wisely.

It’s the perfect time to focus on yourself and your visibility. Release personal projects or experiments. Update your portfolio with new work. Reconnect with former coworkers and friends on social media to show them your latest. Assume no one knows what you’ve been up to and do the things it takes to keep yourself on everyone’s radar. Being relevant and active in your self-promotion is often the difference between having a steady stream of projects and not having anything to work on for a month.

.194

When connecting with industry leaders & professionals on social media, don’t forget to be interesting and even more importantly, GOOD at what you do. If the person doesn’t know you personally, the quality of your work and portfolio is often the difference between being accepted or ignored.

.195

You can’t rely upon social media to tell your whole story.

People are busy, information moves fast and depending on your Twitter style, your important “latest work” tweets might be lost amongst your conversations. Don’t assume that people are stalking you and have seen every photo, post, Dribbble or tweet you’ve made. They have probably only seen 1/10th of everything you’ve posted. Keep links to the important projects, experiments, code samples and posts organized and permanently visible in a portfolio. Because no one is going to go back across your social media to find them.

.196

Projects that didn’t live up to expectations can be reborn in your portfolio.

Creating case studies or portfolio entries filled with the best parts of a project that were never seen can often showcase the work better than the live site. This can also give you a cathartic feeling, helping to adjust the negative emotions and memories you might have about the project.

.197

An award-winning portfolio has the potential to change your career and life.

We all know it’s near impossible to come up with something unique for ourselves. It’s why so many designers just go through the motions posting work on generic template portfolio platforms. What is lost by this is the chance to stand out because those types of portfolios will never gain you personal awards or recognition for the site itself. Those who dare to take their expertise and apply that knowledge to their personal brand have the unique opportunity to open up doors for themselves in ways they never imagined. An industry recognized award for your personal site immediately impacts the amount of respect you receive in the community and at work. Individuals who were at the bottom of the agency are suddenly respected and even promoted. Your opinions are suddenly valued, even though you’re still the same person you were when they didn’t listen to you. You might also get better projects coming your way and possibly a raise as management is worried you might take a better job. In my case, I immediately achieved a job at my agency of choice as well as features and interviews in books and magazines that changed my career, life and financial trajectory for years afterward.

.198

Winning an award isn’t the real goal. The confidence, perception, reputation and street cred which result from that award are.

.199

Make cool shit for the love of creativity, and the money will come as a result.

Many people focus on money as their professional priority. They find jobs with a pretty title which pays them what they need or want but at the sacrifice of quality creative opportunities. They’re making good money but working on boring, unchallenging projects while dreaming of doing more exciting work. I’ve never focussed on money. My passion has always been to work on as many cutting edge projects as possible no matter what they paid. The visibility, notoriety and creative freedom gained from this focus have always led me to more money. You do not have to sacrifice fun & creativity for more money. You can have both because the two go hand in hand.



CHAPTER 4

WORK

CLIENTS

FREELANCE

Navigating the professional world

.200

Work for companies whose internal hierarchy work best for you, your career goals and your interests.

Larger companies or agencies often require specialization in a single role. This can be beneficial if your goal is to focus on the development of an individual skill like design. But beware as your sphere of influence will be limited to that one area. Smaller agencies value a more diverse skill set where you will have more responsibilities in a project potentially utilizing more of your interests and expertise.

.201

Attitude is everything so always try and be aware of the type of energy you’re expending.

No one wants to work with individuals harboring egos, disruptive personalities or personal baggage that negatively affects everyone around them no matter how good you are.

.202

No matter how valuable you think you are, you’re always replaceable. There will always be someone who wants your job, title, project or responsibilities and is willing to do it for less money.

.203

Design by committee always results in watered-down solutions submerged by multiple personalities and conflicting feedback.

.204

Don’t insist upon greatness from others if you can’t lead by example.

.205

Agencies that stifle creativity by doing everything and anything the client wants without question, eventually lose that client to a company that will champion creativity, push back on their bad requests and give them what they really need.

.206

Avoid working for companies who do not value investing time in solid creative, or you’ll soon stop producing anything worthwhile.


.207

The reputation of the company you work for influences your own reputation. Choose Wisely.

.208

Everyone on the team is interesting and inspiring in some way.

Each person has a unique background with the potential to bring a new idea, inspiration, perspective or skill to the project. Treat everyone’s ideas with respect. Even the annoying co-worker that you can’t stand being around.

.209

Embrace your relationships with your co-workers while you have them. Nothing ever stays the same. Everyone is on their own unique pathway. Friends will come and go from your professional career whether you like it or not.

.210

Responsibility and trust are never automatically given. They are earned by continually proving your worth on both the good & bad projects you’re involved on.


.211

The employer/employee connection is a symbiotic relationship where each party should need, want and benefit from the existence of the other.

When that is out of sync it’s time to repair the relationship or move to a place that’s working for you as much as you are working for them.

.212

Try not to work for unethical or dishonest people. You’ll either become that yourself or everyone will assume you’re guilty by association.

.213

If you ever find yourself working for a company who doesn’t respect you or isn’t working towards your personal/professional goals, it’s time to consider looking for one that does.

.214

There is no shame in leaving an unhealthy working environment.

Too often we just take our paychecks, suffer through an endless stream of bad projects, or endure working situations that are really not in sync with our long-term goals. All because that’s what good employees are supposed to do for the good of the team. Not true.


.215

Take important discussions or presentations offline away from emails or chat and onto the phone or in person. To truly sell your ideas, perspective or yourself, people have to hear the passion in your voice or experience it in person.

.216

Love what you do.

If you love what you do, you will never work a day in your life. But be careful not to let what you love rule your life. It’s easy to overwork when you’re having fun being creative to the point that you don’t have a real life outside of work.

.217

When leading a team, clearly vocalize what you’re trying to accomplish and what you need your teammates to do so that all goals and tasks are out in the open. If you hold un-verbalized expectations of people they will always end up disappointing you in some way.

.218

Avoid companies or clients that don’t allow you to have a portfolio or post your work. Yes, you are getting paid, but you’re limiting your future opportunities by being irrelevant.

.219

Working for a large agency or brand can potentially create a lot of opportunities for experience and be a great name on your resume.

On the flip side, it also means more collaboration, decisions by committee and less control over your creative. All experiences are important but the knowledge you gain from projects with more personal control and ownership are a lot more valuable over time.

.220

Don’t take career advice from someone that you wouldn’t trade places with professionally.

.221

Office politics suck but sometimes you must be able to play the games and run with the wolves to move up the food chain.

.222

Job frustration can be a powerful motivator if you use it to your advantage.

Rather than complaining about a bad situation, take your energies and focus them in a direction that solves the problem. Otherwise, switch gears and use that frustration as inspiration for a personal project or new portfolio. Life is too short to spend time unhappy. Never sit and wait until things get better if you don’t have to.

.223

Don’t be that guy. There is nothing worse than working with a talented person who is difficult, moody or closed to exploring alternate solutions to problems.

.224

When fighting for an idea at work, you have to know what stepping over the line costs and when to cross it. Being rebellious about the right things for the right reasons is not a bad thing.

.225

Don’t be lazy with your file organization.

There are truly no excuses for messy or disorganized source files. Always organize your assets as well as descriptively name your folders & layers. It doesn’t matter if you’re on a huge team or the only person on a project. The more organized your files are, the easier they are for you or others to work with if you have to revisit projects months later. It’s a matter of respect and personal pride, and it only takes seconds during or after a project. Can you imagine if a developer had a function called “Copy of Layer 368” in their code? Would you employ a housekeeper that cleaned your house by hiding trash in drawers?

.226

You don’t need to switch jobs every couple of years to upgrade your salary and title.

As long as you’re happy, challenged and executing solid work then there is nothing wrong with staying at the same company and rising up the ranks with hard work and a solid reputation for always delivering. As other people leave the company there is the potential for your role, salary and title to go up all without having to start over at another company in another city.

.227

With every new job comes the stress of having to give 110% to prove yourself to a new group of people.

Constantly changing jobs might bring you a slightly higher salary or a better title but it can also make your life more difficult. With each change the pros, cons and responsibilities of your job also change. It can be even more stressful if your job is in a new city that you need to move for. Sometimes stress and change might not be worth a few thousand dollars extra a year. Evaluate your options and choose wisely.

.228

Surround yourself with people who have the skills you want, the same goals you have or are the type of people you want to be.

Misery loves company, and that goes for the good-hearted successful people who are at the top of their game, and the negative people who sit at the bottom wondering why they never accomplish anything significant.

.229

Project Managers exist to help manage clients, deadlines, communication and projects in general.

While their experience and opinions as users are valid for things like usability, project scope & content, don’t let them micromanage or dilute the personality or design style of the site from the vision in your mind.


.230

The most effective ways to get freelance projects are from past work, friends and prior client relationships.

Many talented designers struggle to get work simply because they do not have a network of relationships from these areas established. As your relationships grow so does your business as long as you hold yourself to a high standard producing solid work while also being trustworthy, dependable and finishing projects on time and on budget.

.231

Always charge for your knowledge, experience and creativity.

Doctors, Lawyers and mechanics charge for their time and so should you. Just because most of us would be creative for free doesn’t mean we should be.

.232

Do good work, treat your clients with respect, meet their goals, finish projects on time and on budget and it’s likely you’ll get more work.

.233

Deadline, budget and creative opportunity are all important factors to weigh before taking on a project or client.

Does the deadline work within the free time you have? Can you complete the job without killing yourself with all-nighters? Do you need the money specifically for something you’ve been saving for? Is the project paying what you’re worth? If it’s a freelance project on top of a full-time job is the money enough to merit using evenings and weekends away from friends & family? Finally is the project a unique opportunity to do something new? Or is it something boring that you already have several examples of? Will the project potentially make it into your portfolio and help you get more work in the future? Ask yourself all of these and then weigh out the answers to make a logical decision.

.234

If you’ve established a reputation of doing solid work in the industry, have confidence knowing that you’re good enough to get another full-time job if you want or need one. Don’t be afraid to say goodbye to that job or boss you’re unhappy with currently.

.235

Deciding to go Freelance doesn’t always happen as the result of a landslide of potential projects that suddenly come your way.

When everyone knows you’re a full-time employee, many potential agencies and clients will not consider you a viable freelance asset. It’s difficult to trust someone with a project knowing that the work will be completed in your free time on nights and weekends. If no one is knocking at your door, it’s hard to make the leap of faith to go Freelance full-time. The scary reality is that you often have to make the jump and publicly announce that you’ve left your current employer before the work will start coming to you.

.236

Weigh the pros and cons of large vs. small.

Securing large projects with big brands doesn’t automatically bring happiness or mean cool projects. Bigger clients have more money, but it typically means more people are involved. That means more individuals who want to dictate the creative all the way down to the tiny silly changes that make you want to pull your hair out. I prefer smaller projects with greater creativity and control.

.237

The perfect client has a manageable deadline, huge budget and a unique project for you to stretch your wings creatively.

Unfortunately, there is a sliding scale and projects rarely match up in all 3 of those categories. The biggest paying projects have the worst deadlines and low creativity. The most creative opportunities have the smallest budgets and take up the most time. Make decisions based upon what you want & need at the time but never be afraid to pass on something that doesn’t feel right.

.238

Clients or agencies ultimately hire you because they can see themselves, their products or their ideas in your style of work.

Showcase your work appropriately for the agencies you want to freelance for and type of work you want to be doing.

.239

If you are not receiving emails liking or requesting your work, you unfortunately do not exist.

Accept the challenge to change the situation by any means that excites you. Try something new you’ve never done before. It won’t happen overnight, but portfolio redesigns, new personal art, blog posts, case studies, demo reels and project updates are all great starting points for fighting your way back into visibility one step at a time.

.240

Freelance or full-time, you are your own business and time is valuable.

As a freelancer, you might bid on a project based upon the time you think it will take you to complete the task. Then imagine that the project goes 2x longer than you anticipated. You just lost time potentially used on other projects which in turn costs you money impacting your profits. As a salaried full-time employee, you have a fixed yearly income that doesn’t change. But if you’re on several projects with long deadlines, that means fewer projects in a year that you can showcase in your portfolio. Reducing your visibility and how marketable you are in the future in getting a better job that pays more. In both situations, this is compounded if any of those projects end up being bad enough that you don’t even claim them. Freelance or full-time, your time and what you do with it affect you in some way.

.241

Under promise then over deliver.

Overpromising to a client only leads to disappointment should you not meet their expectations. Listen more and say as little as possible and then exceed expectations.

.242

If you’re a talented, organized, networked, self-motivated individual, you can make a lot of extra money by freelancing on top of a full-time job.

Especially if you don’t have a family that needs your free time. Having a full-time job allows you to accept only the projects you have time for, are interested in or that have budgets that match your personal needs.


.243

Respond to all emails and inquiries even if you are booked solid with work.

There is no commitment to having conversations about potential projects and start dates. It often takes days or weeks to go from contact to kickoff. This is often the time spent finishing your existing projects.

.244

When a freelance project ends there can be sadness as you realize that you will no longer be interacting with the people you just collaborated with for the past few months.

It can be emotionally painful as you realize that even though you felt like it, you weren’t really a part of their company’s full-time team. Those friendships are real and the day to day interactions can still occur just without the purpose of a project behind them. Keep in touch because you never know when you might be needed again.

.245

What you earn is limited to what you can or can’t accomplish every day.

The more projects you can successfully manage over the course of the year, the greater your potential income. The most successful freelancers are able to juggle multiple projects at the same time while still meeting expectations and deadlines.

.246

Clients do not need to know about your other projects as long as the work is getting done properly.

Can you successfully balance multiple projects at the same time without killing yourself or sacrificing quality? If so, just keep your head down, be quiet, do the work and cash the checks. Just don’t be the person on the project who is obviously not pulling their weight. You won’t get more work from that client.

.247

You need to have personal experience with the maximum number of projects you can successfully manage at one time. Know your physical & mental limits. As a freelancer, this will help you know when to say yes or no to new projects. It will also help you calculate your maximum earning potential.

.248

Schedules can be adjusted.

If you’re booked but you really want to work on the project, don’t be afraid to discuss your current workload and deadlines. Maybe your responsibilities can scale with your available time. If the client really wants to work with you, it will work out. If you were just “another designer” for the project, they will move on in the blink of an eye.

.249

Get written confirmation at the beginning of a project whether or not you will be able to publicize the work.

Not only is it a legal matter, but a positive or negative response sets the tone for how emotionally invested you are in the project. If you go in knowing you can’t tell anyone about the work you’re less likely to hold the project on a pedestal.


.250

Always consult with the agency you did the work through before publicizing a project.

They’re the reason you worked on the project in the first place. Get their blessing on how you promote the project. You don’t ever want to tweet or promote in ways that make you appear like competition to the agency. Not only can things get messy but it will likely mean no future work even if the project in question was successful.

.251

Perfect clients are hard to find.

The ideal client knows their business, brand and project goals. They let you meet their goals by allowing you to infuse your personal vision & style into the project without micromanaging or tweaking all of the tiny and unexplainable artistic details that come from years of experience and intuition. They also want you to create award-winning work and have the assets to back it up. These are rare situations to come by so enjoy them when they happen.

.252

Never force a client into a style that you want but they have reservations about.

It can and will come back and bite you. Meaning you have to re-do all of the work. There is a balance between maintaining your creative integrity by infusing a project with your ideas and style while also achieving your client’s goals.

.253

Good ideas don’t work for all clients.

If a style, idea or concept isn’t chosen by one client; don’t be afraid to try it again with another client (if the style, idea or concept still applies).


.254

Only show clients work that you’re prepared to stand behind with your name on it.

It’s better to ask for more time than present work that is of low quality or doesn’t meet the requirements.

.255

Knowing when to compromise for the client is just as important as knowing when not to.

.256

Unfulfilled client expectations lead to a lack of trust and freedom on the next project if there is one.

.257

Be a good listener.

Before you start directing your client you must be able to admit you don’t know their product, goals, style or personalities. Figure out who the decision makers are, get to know their personal preferences and then give them exactly what they want but with your own personal style mixed in. It really pays to keep your ego in check and give the client what they want and not just what you want to design for them.


.258

Every client wants fresh new ideas that separate them from their competitors and then ironically want several examples of where those ideas have been done before.

.259

Have pride in your work but not so much pride that you’re not willing to compromise or acknowledge the vision of the client paying for your service.

.260

Not every client needs or wants a trend setting design nor can they afford the time it might take to develop it.

.261

Communication is the foundation to any successful client relationship.

Without it ideas fragment, execution suffers, deadlines are missed, and everyone involved will move in different directions towards different goals. Poor communication can taint even award-winning creative projects resulting in the client not returning to you.

.262

Beginning a project on the same page as the client is easy. Staying in sync till the end of a project takes hard work. Being aware of and dedicating yourself towards that goal will make navigating the project much easier.

.263

It’s hard to tell a client they’re wrong but sometimes it’s the only way to gain their trust and respect.

.264

Clients who are vague in describing their goals or visual preferences will more than likely have a difficult time articulating good or bad feedback on your work.

Be prepared to invest more time selling the client on your concepts, designs and decisions if you don’t impress them from the project inception.

.265

Always make sure that the client knows you charge extra for reading minds.

.266

Never promise intangible results like awards, press or traffic.

A lot happens from the start to finish of a project, and you don’t always have control over all of the variables that make a successful site.

.267

If the client can’t articulate their site vision, target audience or company philosophy, it’s hard to be effective in actually helping them achieve their goals with a solution tailored specifically to them.

.268

Smaller clients are more likely to take chances.

This can potentially mean some fun, unique and creative opportunities. Unfortunately, the bigger the brand, the more money on the line, the more those projects are scrutinized, micro-managed and often watered down or simplified.

.269

Boring brands do not deserve boring designs. They’re often the clients who will let you have fun because they want to be seen as progressive like some of the bigger brands who take chances.

.270

Clients smell insecurity like bears smell fear.

When presenting your work never show doubt in yourself or your ideas. It starts by actually being excited by the work you’re presenting. Your passion will shine through like a light at night.

.271

When a client makes a bad feature request, it is NEVER ok to just show them what they asked for in hopes that they’ll see what a bad idea it was.

It never works out because they will always choose that solution. If the situation allows, respectfully present alternate solutions that meet the end goal of the original request but don’t sacrifice quality.

.272

Become the client.

Mentally pretend that you are a member of the client’s team with a fictitious cubicle in a remote part of their office. Be their co-worker or even friend. Get to know everyone on a personal level so that the work you’re doing feels more like team collaboration not a vendor/client relationship. You’ll do better work when you’re emotionally attached to a project and the people involved.

.273

In kickoff meetings encourage the client to talk not just about the project but about their company goals, inspirations and their business.

All of this information will help give you a broader view of the project aside from what is contained in the project brief. When you have a clearer understanding of what your client is doing you will be better equipped to impact not just the project but also their larger business goals.

.274

Clients pay the bills. Without them, we would not have the creative opportunities we have. Keep your ego in check because it is all about them and what they need or want.


.275

It’s important to collaborate with and listen to the client.

The client should help you design by advising you on their target audience and establishing the initial goals like how they will measure the success of the site. Companies lacking this basic information should raise an immediate red flag. They should “hopefully” know their target audience and have a vision for what their site is going to accomplish. If they do not, then that company is more than likely going to fail regardless of what you design for them. The client should help you by advising on who they are targeting, provide the images and assets of their products and give you the initial goals and ideas you need to start a design.

.276

When presenting on a project, you’re not just selling your design work but also yourself. The client doesn’t have to like you, but it helps when they do.

.277

Use words like “we,” “our” and “together” when describing the project in meetings.

This serves many purposes. First, it makes the client feel a part of the processes by verbally including them on your team. Second, even if you’re the only person designing for the project it gives the client as sense that a bigger team is behind the process and they’re getting what they’re paying for.


.278

Wasting 30 minutes a day adds up to a potential loss of money over a year.

30 minutes added up over the days, weeks and months of a year add up to 120 hours. Multiply that by your hourly rate and that is the money you could potentially be losing if you don’t manage your time properly. All of those lost hours could be used to do any number of things. Including another project which would mean another opportunity to earn more money, get better as a designer or work on a once in a lifetime project that defines your career.

.279

The agency lifestyle isn’t for everyone.

Employment at a well know agency can lead to great opportunities for recognition by working on cutting edge projects. But that perk can come at the cost of a lot of chaos and stress. Unlike working for a brand where campaigns are often planned a year in advance, agency projects typically move at blazing speeds. Your schedule, deadlines and the projects you work on can change day to day and hour by hour. Expect to work late nights, weekends and even holidays because the needs of that new client are what feeds the agency. This life isn’t for everyone so be careful what you wish for if your dream is to work on the cool projects.


CHAPTER 5

BALANCING LIFE & CAREER

Work hard but play harder

.280

Dream of both the career AND the lifestyle you want. You can have both.

Having a successful career does not mean you must work so hard that you don’t have a life. No different than career goals, you must constantly dream of the things you want to accomplish outside of work. Set short-term goals like vacations. Also set big picture long-term life goals, like how you want to buy a house when you start a family. Be relentless in fighting for those goals amongst all of the career noise in your life. There’s always someone or something out there trying to distract you from them. Your boss and clients don’t want you to grow, change or move on. They want all of your time because that helps them. You are the only person who has your best interests in mind, and it’s ok to be selfish for the right things.

.281

Work smarter not longer.

Yes, throwing more hours at a problem is one solution. But such methods are unsustainable and inefficient over time. Work smarter, and you’ll have even more time available to work on everything you want both personal and professional.

.282

Have more important things you’d rather be doing outside of work.

Make commitments to do things that you can’t get out of. Have family or friends you need to see. Book vacations. Find activities, hobbies, passions and things you’d rather be doing or are already committed to. Meaning, you’ve already set or planned a time or date to do something else other than work. I’ve always used this strategy to motivate me to consistently work harder, faster and more intelligently to achieve better work in less time. It has not only made me more effective at what I do but has also given me a world of experiences outside of work I would not have had I only focussed on the project at hand.

.283

Sometimes it’s important to learn the skill of saying “NO” by not taking on freelance projects.

Happiness can be a great source of power and creativity. If you’re so stressed out and tired from working that you break down, then no amount of extra money is worth it. Pass on the work to a friend for a referral fee and enjoy your free time working on a personal project.

.284

If you don’t have a life or interests outside of work, you’ll never have anything original to put into your work.

.285

Fight to stay happy and excited about your career.

Boredom or job frustrations are dangerous things. I’ve seen too many friends consider leaving the industry in their 40s because they’re no longer having fun. Fight to maintain that love and passion by working on as many exciting projects as you can. There’s nothing better in life than finding something creative that you love to do every day and then getting paid to do it.

.286

Dedication & hard work are requirements for success as a designer. But stepping away from the computer to spend quality time with your friends & family is a requirement for success as a human being. Both are important.

.287

Work should not be the full focus of your energies in life.

Having diversity in your lifestyle has a balancing effect making sure you don’t get burnt out allowing you to do better work consistently.

.288

Be careful about letting work control your energy, time or mood.

Leave your baggage and deadlines on your computer. Value every moment you have with those you care about because you can’t get that time back and it’s not worth losing relationships over work or a project.

.289

Plan vacations first. Worry about projects & deadlines second.

There is never a perfect occasion to take time off. There’s always going to be a looming project, deadline or meeting in your life that conflicts. And guess what; those dates & deadlines are always changing so let them fluctuate around your time off. Book trips through the year and use them as motivation to finish your projects more efficiently within shorter times so you can take the time off you need to recharge.

.290

Use all of your vacation days at work.

They are yours to use as part of your employment and if you don’t use them you lose them. Don’t be pressured by managers or other co-workers who are afraid to take their own days off. In the long run, you’ll stay more refreshed throughout the year and potentially have more life experiences to inspire your work.


.291

Don’t be the person who is constantly working late.

Leave work by 6 pm at the latest to make sure that you can dedicate at least 3 hours to your family and loved ones during normal evening hours every day. If you need extra time for work, personal exploration, learning a new application or a personal project, establish those hours late at night, over a lunch break, weekends or early in the morning.

.292

Set up a schedule that includes free time.

It’s very easy to get caught up with being on the computer working at all hours of the day. It doesn’t matter how much money you make on a project or what awards you win, the last thing you want is resentment to build in your friends and family that you’re never around to spend quality time.

.293

Play “Mental Tetris” to problem solve in your free time.

Learn to work things out away from a computer by solving problems out spatially in your head. You don’t need to be sitting at a computer moving things around on the screen in Photoshop or coding. You can actively problem solve away from the computer in your mind or on a sketch pad.

.294

Family always come first.

If you work so hard chasing career goals like awards, notoriety, promotions or money that you sacrifice the relationships with your friends and family, then you’re failing at life. Living is more important than working. Establish boundaries early and then stick to them. Work time is for work. Family time is for family.


.295

If your life outside of work is messed up, your work will suffer too.

Working harder at work won’t fix your life problems. So if you are trying to be the best designer, developer, manager, boss you can be it pays to have your own life in order. The analogy I’ve always used is one from anytime you fly an airplane. The stewardess always gets up there and talks about all of the safety features on the plane. They also then tell you that in case of an emergency an oxygen mask will drop down. They always say make sure to put on your own mask before you try putting on the mask of the person next to you. What this means is. Don’t wait for your job to change. Don’t wait for your boss to suddenly tell you to stop working less. Don’t wait for the perfect relaxed project. Don’t wait for the next vacation. Put your oxygen mask on and start changing yourself regardless of the people and events around you.

.296

Fear is a great motivator.

I make a lot of promises and commitments to my wife and family. There is a reason for that. First of all, I’d rather be living than working. But another big reason is that those are commitments I’m afraid to break. I’m more afraid of pissing off my wife or having sad kids than I am about angering a boss or a client. So I use that fear as a motivation not to waste time at work. It helps me to make smart decisions with how I manage my projects so that they don’t bleed my time.

.297

Travel to other states and countries.

It is both an inspiring and humbling experience to see much you do not know about the world and how little the world knows or cares about you. Traveling can be especially motivating because if you want to see more of the world, you must have the extra time and money available to do so. Both of which only occur by doing things like: fighting to be visible, working efficiently, getting better projects and being in control of your career.


.298

Learn the words “NO” and “HELP.”

Early in my career, I loved the rush of cranking out work over the weekend and sending out that magical 2 am email so that the client knew you’d just spent the weekend or late night working on their project. But just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should be expected to do it. Learn to say NO to work that doesn’t fit within work hours or isn’t what you want to do. Or ask for help. There’s always more time on every project even if we’re told there isn’t. The hardest part is sending that email asking for more time or being willing to move some deadlines on other projects. But it rarely gets turned down if the need is there. Confining work to normal business hours should be the expectation of everyone.

.299

Establish a “Creative Haven.”

It’s important to have a separate room at home away from work (and others), that has all of the tools you need for your creative process. Enabling you to escape the noise that can distract you from being productive at night.

.300

Superman never gets any days off.

If you set that precedent as being the person who saves the day on crappy projects or who works at all hours, it’s hard to break people from expecting that from you every time. It’s great for people to have trust and confidence in you but you don’t want to be the person saving the day late at night or on weekends while everyone else is off having fun doing their own personal stuff. Don’t answer emails late at night. That suggests that you’re doing your work at night and people will expect that. You also don’t need to feel obligated to stop everything you’re doing to respond to emails the moment you receive them. Especially when you know that it will derail you from tasks you’ve already started and need to finish.


.301

Play First. Work second.

Sometimes it’s hard to stop at the end of the day because you’re stuck fixing a bug or want to finish a design or task. This can totally derail you and any plans you might have had to do personal things after work like exercise which is exactly what you need to decompress from work. To prevent this from happening, start off the day doing something for yourself. Get your important personal things out of the way before work like surfing or working out so that you go through the day more relaxed before the chaos hits.

.302

The happier you are with yourself as an individual, the more enjoyable you are to be around.

No one wants to be around someone who is unhappy or grumpy about work all of the time no matter how successful or talented they are.

.303

Problem solve away from the computer on weekends.

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve received an email late Friday afternoon to make changes to something that requires a lot of extra work & thought. Rather than working on it over the weekend (which would affect my personal time), I put the physical aspect of the task off until Monday. But what I will do is think about how to fix the problem all weekend away from the computer. Sometimes we’ll be driving somewhere or just hanging out with the kids, and my wife sees the blank expression on my face and will ask. “Everything ok?”. My response is always “Yeah...just playing mental Tetris”. Which is code for me problem-solving a work related problem. So by Monday I’ve already thought about and made decisions on how to solve the problem. It always gets done faster than if I’d put in the time over the weekend.


.304

Don’t delay vacations.

I used to hate going on vacations. Especially when there was a deadline to worry about because my projects completely consumed me. It got to the point where we never traveled anywhere. Thankfully, I discovered photography and a switch inside of me flipped. Suddenly, the creative opportunity of taking pictures in new places started outweighing work. Over the years, photography has taught me so much about mood, composition, depth and lighting. Using personal photography in your design work also gives you more control over the assets you can bring into projects and gives you instant access to your own personal stock photography. Photography was the catalyst for freeing up my weekends. Any invasion of my weekend plans by work was now like an attack on my family. I now wanted to be more present and enjoy our trips.

.305

They’re just websites. We’re not curing cancer. No one dies if you miss a deadline.

Of course, try and avoid missing deadlines. But if your constant fear of deadlines means working overtime too often and it’s affecting your health or personal life then you need to remember it’s ok to ask for more time.

.306

Make the time to teach, mentor or inspire someone. Not only will you make a difference in their life, but the process of teaching will change you as well.
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