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PREFACE
Written for anyone who has ever wondered how graphic design works 
and its significance to commercial enterprise. This book is about the 
power of graphic design to influence and manupulate minds. It’s also 
about the many issues surrounding the subject of Graphic Design; its 
commercial significance; its power; its influences; the practitioners; the 
practice; the challenges; the professional relationships; the clients; and 
the ethics.

The book has been written in revolving style, to aid full comprehension 
in a single pass read through.
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Terminology
Given the manner in which words are used in everyday interactions, one 
may be forgiven for assuming that the true meaning of a word can be 
singular and absolute. But, a simple browse through a decent dictionary 
will reveal, the multidimensional nature of many words. 
 
In “expressive writting” in particular, meanings can “undulate” depending 
on required texture of a statement and context of use; even for those words 
with only singular dictionary definitions. Hip-hop and more precisely its 
Rap music component, is a master contortionist in this regard. In this 
book, I have taken liberties with some words for texturing purposes and 
with others for selective meaning, from the context of the subject and 
purpose of the book. The ones most critical to the overall understanding 
of the book are listed below.

Client: Generally refers to anyone to whom a creative is required to 
present his projects and who has the authority to approve or reject 
presented work.

Him/he/his: These masculine terms have been used here in the same 
manner that the term “man” is often used to represent both male and 
female of the human species.

Creativity: Except when used in direct reference to design, this refers to 
the general human nature of being creative, of which creativity in design 
is also a part.

Creative / Designer: In the context of this book; these terms are generally 
used interchangeably to refer to the individual graphic designer, whether 
male or female; whether in corporate or self-employment. This also, at 
times, refers to any organisation engaged in the creation and supply of 
graphic design / creative work.
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Where Are We Going? 
I know all too well the annoyance of only realising several kilometres 
down the road that you have taken a wrong turn or even jumped onto 
the wrong bus. So in case you somehow missed the first sign and got 
yourself a little lost, here is another directional sign: 
 As indicated on the cover, in this book we will 

be primarily looking at how graph-
ic design works. But, it 

is difficult to 
c o m -

petently 
talk about how 

something works without 
also talking about all the other fac-

ets; related elements, activities and environ-
ment surrounding its function, which may have either a 

direct or indirect influence or both on how it ultimately works. Therefore 
we will not just be looking strictly at the psychology and workings of the 
graphics themselves, but, also looking at a variety of other related issues.  
These will include; a look at the Graphic designer himself, his most ba-
sic, yet, most misunderstood and perhaps even sinister and controversial 
skill (the manipulation of minds); as well as the designer’s responsibili-
ties, corporate relationships and other issues surrounding the business of 
graphic design; a vital link to business success. 

There will be some minor digressions here and there which are intended 
to ultimately lead to a much fuller understanding.
At several points you will be reminded that this is not a “how to design” 
book. I strongly believe that any book which deals with the subject in 
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any way, unless it is a definitive “How To” book, should contain this dis-
claimer in order to avoid reinforcing existing adverse perceptions of the 
Graphic Design profession. We shall look at some of these percep-
tions in greater detail in the following chapters. So, here it is – the 
first reminder: This is not a ‘how to design’ book. There are enough 
of those in existence.... The aim of this book is to attempt to bring 
to market, a deeper understanding, of a profession which seems to 
be increasingly becoming misunderstood. 

For many professionals and decision makers in both business and 
politics, it seems to be increasingly difficult to see any significant 
value beyond the “pretty pictures” created by commissioned graph-
ic designers, due to an increasing misunderstanding. There are var-
ious possible explanations for this growing blind spot and dimin-
ished understanding. One of them being that, under the misguided 
belief that cutting back on graphic design and advertising as well as 
other marketing collateral improves a company’s fortunes, through 
improved savings, many businesses end up hiring designers from 
the shallow end of the creative pool; the shallow end where most 
of the designers are either inexperienced or poorly trained – if at all 
- and therefore ill equipped to adequately educate the client where 
necessary or even give basic rationales that make business sense in 
support of creative proposals. The deficiency found at this shallow 
end encourages the perception that there can’t possibly be any val-
ue beyond the pretty constructions, worthy of any significant ex-
penditure or investment. Another possible explanation may be that 
although various professional business courses have a marketing or 
communications component to them, they rarely if at all cover the 
subject of graphic design in any meaningful detail. Not meaningful 
enough to show graphic design’s real power and significance; yet, 
they leave a large number of graduates with a very strong sense 
of having acquired complete and indisputable knowledge on the 
subject; thus priming the graduates and potential future leaders, to 
be less receptive to more professional advice in later years. Setting 
designers and client on a collision  course.

Furthermore, readily available, easy to use technology has inevita-
bly placed some processes and tasks which used to be the preserve 
of only highly skilled graphic designers and originators, into the 
D.I.Y. (Do It Yourself ) category. These D.I.Y. packages have en-
couraged a great many people including some who have no busi-
ness at all being anywhere near the subject to try their hand at graphic 

DIY 

I can just imagine my 
young niece saying 
something like; “duh! 
Dude, are you really 
breaking this down? 
Everybody knows what 
D.I.Y. stands for!”  Well, 
Really? I wonder how 
many would be willing 
to bet their money on 
that being a statement of 
truth? For a long time, 
I “knew” roughly what 
i.e. and e.g. meant but 
had no clue what the 
individual letters stood 
for (i.e. =id est-that is; 
e.g. =exempli gratia – for 
the sake of example). Of 
cause few will admit 
that they didn’t know 
until this read. The point 
to this little digression is 
that although I will use 
them here and there for 
the sake of expediency, I 
have never really been a 
huge fan of ambiguous 
acronyms; they rob com-
munication of its richness 
and flavour. I believe the 
best and perhaps even, 
only, way to abbreviate 
words or summarise a 
story while at the same 
time enhancing clarity 
and adding richness and 
flavour to it, is with a 
well-designed graphic 
or series of graphics. A 
picture has always been, 
always is and always 
will be, worth a thou-
sand words. Not literally 
of cause. 
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design as a hobby. Many business owners/executives and other buyers or 
users of graphic design are recognised experts whose skills lie in areas 
not closely related to or requiring a deep understanding of the subject 
and consequently most are easily taken advantage of. They simply do not 
know that they do not know what they do not know that they do not 
know. The hobbyists – who at times include the business owners them-
selves – have thus found a willing and gullible market amongst the igno-
rant. They have found a good source of income and gone on to make “de-
sign” their core business. Many hobbyists lean heavily on readily available 
templates which although having nothing inherently wrong with them, 
may be dangerous when applied without an anchoring understanding 
of their deeper underlying principles. In so doing, the hobbyists turn a 
potentially very powerful business tool into little more than just pretty 
pictures, used to simply illustrate basic messages and decorate packaging 
and so forth. In this way, they reinforce the belief that there is not much 
commercial or strategic value to the practice. This is why for a large num-
ber of companies; design, even as part of advertising is almost always an 
afterthought not worth spending much money on. 
So, what we are doing here in this book, is ultimately, correcting mis-
conceptions where they may exist and promoting better understanding 
where it may be lacking.

D.I.Y.Sometimes you can 
Do It Yourself and even 
with your eyes closed
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This book will make a valuable read for anyone associated with graphic 
design, either as a student or practitioner in marketing, graphic design, 
advertising and art or as a business owner, executive or policy maker 
seeking a better understanding of graphic design and its significance in 
commerce and general communication. The book also covers some gen-
eral issues of graphic design practice; those affecting the client as well 
as those affecting the practicing professional graphic designer and this 
creative profession as a whole.

In the hope that this book will, as partly intended, find its way into the 
many hands of young prospective and already enrolled graphic design, 
marketing and advertising students as well as enthusiasts and executive 
neophytes; some sections have been included which might be, to some 
senior graphic designers, very obvious, basic information and advice. This 
is an unavoidable necessity in the pursuit of broad appeal and practicality. 
But, even for the senior professional, an occasional reminder of the basics 
every now and then is never a bad thing.

Issues Of Gender, Class And Race
Creativity, art and graphic design are not talents and skills that are mo-
nopolised by any particular sex or select group of people. These talents 
and skills can be possessed and acquired, respectively, by any reasonably 
gifted or intelligent human being, regardless of gender, class, race or reli-
gion. For this very simple reason, no direct reference to gender, race and 
so forth, is made in this book and any allusion to them is either purely 
accidental; for purposes of practicality of sentence construction or simply 
a matter of word preference and illustration. However, if Mother Nature 
did indeed have any preference at all in terms of creative endowment, it 
may very well have been in favour of the girl child, judging from casual 
observation of social activity and behaviour. I am convinced I got my cre-
ative gene from my mother. Without limiting or reducing the girl child 
to the following activities, one can easily observe the natural sensitivity 
and flair with which adolescent girls approach creativity and aesthetics 
in areas such as grooming and environmental spaces which include the 
home amongst many other things. This is a flair which is very powerful 
when combined with formal education, be it in the technical or strictly 
creative fields. However, in my experience, opportunity seems to have 
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quite unfairly tended to favour the boy child given the observed ratio 
of men to women in graphic design. Smashing Magazine published an 
interesting article on the subject – “Gender Disparities in the Design 
Field” November 12, 2010 www.smashingmagazin.com . It’s an Ameri-
can example with parallels in places as far away as Africa.

Despite the sensitivity and flair shown by girls and despite bragging 
rights which are regularly conferred by numerous award systems and 
programmes which include very rare, hefty salaries, celebrity status and 
trophies, no individual, whether male or female, has a monopoly or any 
real direct control over the distribution or flow of creativity which is a 
much sought-after quality of modern day effective graphic design. In 
fact, creativity is not really something that you do, but rather, something 
that happens through you by the grace of the gods. It is a bit like being 
a spirit medium. All creative thought or concepts enter the conscious 

ISSUES OF 
GENDER, 
CLASS and 

RACE
Creativity, art 

and graphic design 
are not talents 

and skills that are 
monopolised by 

any particular sex 
or select group of 

people.
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“mind” from the sub conscious mind already fully formed; clearly with no 
direct constructive participation of the designer at all; his only significant 
role being the ability to tune into and channel them. 

” Scientists” have for many years tried to trace the origin of thought, but 
at the time of writing this book, the interim conclusion seems to be an 
agreement that the source is external to the “mind”. I have been in the 
creative business for over twenty-five years and I honestly cannot re-
member a single occasion on which I can say that I actually constructed 
an idea. Ideas seem to just pop in to the “mind” fully constructed and 
ready for application. I often tell designers to stop all active thinking 
(about solutions) and “simply” allow ideas to flow through them in order 
to improve their creativity. 

However, our conscious self is so conceited of its own abilities that the 
above assertion is often difficult for many people to comprehend. It 
would be much easier to explain if an idea had the tangibility of a phys-
ical body and could be seen, fully formed, traversing the very thin wall 
dividing the conscious and subconscious. 

There is, however, an example which might help to clarify this point; A 
very physical one. A perfect example in fact, of how it is possible for the 
human being to participate in or initiate  a creative process which results 
in a  product  for which he is directly responsible for bringing into being 
and yet of whose creation he has absolutely no technical skill or know 
how. SEX; Yes, sex, that is what I said; S-E-X, Man’s favourite pastime; 
it makes for a great example. An activity so commonly practiced with 
no need for scholarly education; Practiced for pleasure or the creation of 
children. But, whether it be purely for pleasure and self-gratification or 
for the sake of bringing forth life to further a bloodline, the average hu-
man being regularly participates with absolutely no idea how the product 
is fundamentally created. Yet still, at the end of it all we come away with 
this sense of having created something. This sense exists even though the 
actual fabrication of either the pleasure or the babies is beyond our skill 
sets or conscious effort and knowhow. It all just simply happens – even 
with our very energetic participation yes – but, simply just happens, with 
just the desire to do it being our only significant contribution to the ac-
tual creation of the end result. Such is the nature of creativity, it simply 
happens. Ours is to simply make available the necessary conditions for 
such happenings.



PROLOGUE

14 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

PROLOGUE
The creative or artist as painter, sculptor and inventor, has for generations 
marched hand in hand with the scientist in furthering the development 
of mankind. And as much as the creative has played a major role in shap-
ing human development, human development itself has in turn shaped 
and influenced the development of the creative, through the demands of 
an ever increasingly discerning, educated and more sophisticated society 
– his audience. 

All brilliant ideas and cre-
ative concepts enter the con-
scious mind already fully 
formed; you owe your genius 
to a higher power; bow down 
and give thanks - KMak
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It is these highly dynamic demands which led to a variety of new fields 
or avenues opening up for the application of creative intellect, in pursuit 
of contemporarily relevant methods of engagement. Industrial or com-
mercial art in the form of graphic design for communication is one of 
these avenues. 

Outside of the digital sphere, graphic design is often experienced in our 
daily lives as press adverts, billboards, brochures, catalogues, package de-
sign, books and so forth. It is rather difficult to imagine life without 
graphic design. And while the proliferation of graphics or their extensive 
use, may suggest a wide acceptance and appreciation of graphic design, 
it is ironically still a very much misunderstood subject and profession. In 
most cases the levels of its appreciation or lack thereof, border on dark-
age illiteracy. This being particularly so in less developed communities, 
where even the bookshops do not carry any titles on this subject; a sub-
ject which ironically makes their very existence possible. 

Though education (the courses and availability) is continually improv-
ing, graphic design still struggles to break free of the shadows of the 
traditionally more distinguished professions and subjects, such as, en-
gineering, accounting/ finance, medicine, marketing, commerce and so 
forth. As a result, getting the right education or experience is for a great 
number of people still an unexpected chance. Tales of beginnings in this 
profession vary and range from the rare, well planned and informed to 
the purely accidental and long winding ones. – see the author’s own jour-
ney into graphic design at the end of the book; it is – barring the specific 
details- one good example of how some have travelled the unconven-
tional route to the profession.

The Foolishness of TECHNOLOGY
Technological advancement is often only associated with enlightenment 
and general progressive development. Rarely does it lead to regressive 
outcomes; a feat which it seems to have achieved with great ease in some 
aspects of the design or creative  industry. In the not so distant past when 
everything graphic design related was done manually - painstakingly by 
hand - and was impossible to do for all but the few talented and highly 
skilled “artists”, it was very easy to pick out a professional graphic design-
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er from amongst a multitude of hobbyists and other enthusiasts. 

Nowadays, however, with the proliferation of advanced, easy to use tech-
nology, with varying degrees of automation, picking out a professional is 
a lot more difficult to do except for the very particular, detail conscious. 

It now seems anyone with a modicum of ability to combine pictures and 
words on a computer, using any one of the multitude of readily and at 
times freely, available D.I.Y. software as well as sometimes freely avail-
able design templates, can easily produce "artwork" which is pleasing 
to the eye. But, is this, what graphic design is about? - Pretty Pictures, 
pleasing to the eye? Of course being pleasing to the eye is one of the 
requirements of good graphic design in most cases. However, although 
good aesthetics are extremely important, they do not in themselves de-
fine graphic design or the designer - Most definitely not.

The following pages will hopefully be a prompter for design enthusiasts 
and even our good friends from across the hall, the marketing and busi-
ness executives in general, as well as the practising professional graphic 
designer to pause and think, even if just for a few brief moments, about 
what it is exactly that a professional graphic designer does and how it 
works or affects as well as contributes to society and economic activity. 
It is hoped that marketers, strategists, other decision makers and busi-
ness owners, especially small business owners will find some “Ahhaaa!” 
moments between the lines and pages of this book; Some useful infor-
mation that will help them to make use of graphic design from a better 
informed perspective and most efficiently from a strategic angle.  If all, 
this quick read manages to do is stimulate some kind of discourse and 
cause deeper introspection amongst practicing and would be designers as 
well as various other players in industry and commerce, even if none were 
to agree with the views put forward throughout the pages of this book, 
then; even then, the book will have succeeded tremendously.

THE BEGINNINGS 
Never having written anything more than just a few quick paragraphs 
of creative rationale before, there are many Doubting Thomas’ who have 
asked what it is that I feel qualifies me to write; and write with any 
degree of authority. The following paragraph is dedicated to them. It is 
also dedicated to my fellow creatives who may be sitting on a wealth of 
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experience or a great story, but, fear that they may not be qualified to 
write about or tell it:

Although some form of education is always important, nothing, qual-
ifies a man, more than intimate knowledge through hands on personal 
experience and the ability to draw sensible conclusions from that expe-
rience, whatever that experience may be. In this regard, the experiential 
knowledge is pure and infallible. The deductions however are what may 
be open to debate, leading to further development and growth. Getting 
started is usually the most difficult part.

For me, the most sensible way to start writing about my favourite subject 
seemed to be by looking at the business community to whom I primarily 
supplied my services and asking questions like:
• Why in the world would they need my services? 
• Could they not survive or operate optimally without Graphic design? 
 After all they do employ many highly technical and skilled people 

whose task it is to ensure that products and services meet the highest 
possible standards, in order to make them desirable to any potential 
customer. 

• Could it be that my chosen profession is perhaps not as important as 
I like to think it is? 

• Could it also be that my perspective is perhaps simply distorted by an 
unjustifiable and egotistically bloated, vainglorious sense of self ?  

There is no better means of encouraging the mind to expend a little extra 
energy in thought and analysis than asking a simple question. In the ab-
sence of a question the mind slumps, relaxes and simply observes.
 
After many frustrating years of pointless moaning about how generally 
the local corporate world seemed to not quite understand, that globally 
the creative / arts industry, is a multibillion dollar industry and why this 
was so – an industry which in the year 2013, generated £76.9 billion and  
employed 1.8million people in the UK alone. And also after years of 
futile complaints about how some "designers" lacked a clear understand-
ing beyond their own “pretty pictures”; not an understanding of how 
to do, but, of why it is that they do what they do or even how it works; 
the following is my creative mind's attempt at bridging some gaps and 
shedding some light on the subject. Of course, graphic design is only a 
part of the global creative / arts industry, not the whole of it. I could not 
possibly write about the whole of the creative industry for there are areas 
of it in which I have very little to no experience at all.
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This book is an echo of my footsteps and voice as I pace up and down the 
hushed corridors of my mind, reading out loud the notes of experience 
etched into the walls thereof; connecting the dots of my activities and 
experiences as a professional commercial graphic designer. Enjoy!

“nothing, qualifies a man, more than 
hands on personal experience and the 
ability to draw sensible conclusions 
from that experience,”
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experience
is the best teacher

INTRODUCTION
In the very beginning, When I was first visited by this sudden, unfamiliar 
urge to write and as I pondered this fascinating intrusion into my rather 
predictable annual routine and toyed with the idea; I weighed the pos-
sible global application of my thoughts and personal experiences. From 
this moment of reflection, I was awe struck by the shear ‘numerosity’ of 

1|
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the divergent languages, dialects, customs, traditions, superstitions and 
various other beliefs and prejudices of our world. This sudden illumina-
tion of human diversity made me realise the greatness of every graphic 
designer’s work and the global significance of the subject on which I was 
about to write.

In the midst of all these conflicting global cultures and belief systems, it 
occurred to me that, although our tongues may wag in many different and 
diverging contortions, producing mutually exclusive sounds which divide 
verbal understanding, our physiological and psychological functions as 
humans remain essentially identical. From the south to the North Pole, 
from the Far East to the west, and even after thousands of years of exist-
ence, black and white people still put one foot in front of the other as a 
basic means of mobility and shifting their position. We respond more or 
less the same to physical stimuli and react to, as well as express, in much 
the same way, emotions of joy, sadness and grief. The general universality 
of the fields of medicine or medical practice as well as psychology attests 
to this human physiological and psychological similarity, regardless of 
geographical location, religion, race, tribe or language. 

One set of human organs in particular, the most critical in enabling hu-
man beings to get around without constantly smashing into each other 
like ants, in our frenzied bid for survival - the eye - functions more or less 
in identical fashion in all humans of normal development. The eye helps 
us appreciate the wonders of The Creator’s power and greatness in the 
abundant natural beauty of our environment. Through the eye we appre-
ciate the numerous colours, shades and shapes. With fantastic similarity, 
every human gauges distance and depth through the way the mind per-
ceives signals from the eye, in what is known as perspective. Throughout 
the world and across cultures, our eyes react to light and interpret it in 
generally similar ways, enabling every human to visually experience the 
world in much the same way; perhaps not identical, but, the same. This 
ability of humans to generally see and experience the world in similar 
ways is a critical necessity in the naming and classification of objects and 
worldly elements. It may very well be the basic anchor of social order. It 
is frightening to imagine the chaos that would result from each of the 
seven billion five hundred and fifteen million+ inhabitants of earth (as at 
2017 estimates) literally seeing things in a completely unique way; if we 
could not agree on colour, shade, shape, distance, size and so forth. What 
an incredible mess that would be. 

However, in this world of contrasts, opposites and counterpoints, it 
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I was awe struck by the shear ‘numerosity’ of the divergent 
languages, dialects, customs, traditions, superstitions and 
various other beliefs and prejudices of our world.
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would be strange not to have an opposing force to this commonality of 
experience – at least the sharing of it - and so, there is one. It is called 
the tongue; the single greatest threat to the commonality of experi-
ence enjoyed by man through the eyes. Jumbled up in ‘the days gods 
still walked the earth’, the human tongue remains to this day, a most 
formidable wedge dividing and confusing understanding among peo-
ples of the world. According to the Christian, combined collection of 
religious books, the Bible; (King James version - Genesis 11:4-9) this is 
said to have been so since the day their God Jehovah came down to halt 
construction of the tower of babel; “confusing language” and “scattering 
people over the earth" for that purpose.

Spoken language is a tool developed to aid human interaction through 
clear verbal communication. In most cases, even amongst strangers and 
especially in the work place, words have the power to initiate action. In 
some religions they even say, "First there was the word..." And then all 
the activity of creation is supposed to have followed on from there. Be-
ing a creative I beg to differ; this can't be a literal statement, if it is, then 
cannot possibly be accurate. Although the sequence of word initiating 
action is correct, the word could not have been first. As creative people, 
we know better don't we? We know what must have come first. We know 
that you cannot have a word unless you speak and you cannot speak un-
less you have an idea and you cannot have an idea unless you - First have 
a vision; a mental image of what you intend to speak about or command; 
therefore, as all creatives should know, first there was the visual/vision/
image.... But, I digress, therefore will leave this at that, lest we be diverted 
and completely lose ourselves- just a little food for thought though.

The sounds released by the tongue in the various languages and dia-
lects of the world differ greatly and generally cannot be interchanged in 
one conversation without some loss of meaning or understanding, but, 
the accompanying visible gestures, resultant actions and subjects of ver-
bal descriptions and instruction are more or less universal. For example: 
stand up, come here, let’s eat, green, red, blue, sharp, square, round, are all 
English words and phrases which have very different /distinct sounding 
equivalents in most of the other languages of the world. Some languag

es like Shona for example, don’t even have equivalents for some of the 
above, but, the actions, gestures, objects and so forth directly associated 
with the words remain visually identical, except perhaps in cases where 
one may suffer from some severe form of visual disability, leading to ma-
jor distortions in visual perception.
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If we were to take the spoken or written language and the whole pro-
cess of communication and reverse the order of things so that instead of 
having words leading actions, we have actions leading words and then 
somehow broadcast the actions and other visuals as a simultaneous in-
struction to the entire world, we would quite easily be able to get people 
of different languages and cultures to simultaneously think or say the 
same things in their various languages and even perform identical ac-
tions. For example we could show a picture of a cloud in the sky and 
everybody throughout the world would instantly know what it is and 
have a word or words to describe it. We could show a video or image of 
a man falling and there would be no words required to explain and let 
people know what would have just happened, even as linguistically and 
culturally divided as they would be. But we could never hope, in any 
number of uncountable years, to get all these same people to perform a 
single basic action or generate identical mental images simultaneously 
by simply uttering a verbal command in only one of the world’s diverse 
languages such as Japanese from the “land of the rising sun” - Japan or 
Tonga from the remote rural regions of the last country on the world 
list of nations by alphabetical order - Zimbabwe. Such, is the power of 
imagery in communication - cutting across all divides. The eye is truly a 
wonderful thing.

Since sign language works on a visual system, it may seem logical to 
expect it to also be universal; however, this is not so. It is not the same 
visual system as in graphic design. Although it may not be a direct trans-
lation of spoken language, it is said to have developed along similar lines 
as all the other languages; with dialects and even accents. However, sign 
language is not a direct representation or interpretation of the world 
around us as is the case in the visual system of graphic design, although 
it is closer to the economy of graphic design than the spoken languages, 
due to its graphic nature.

With technology having virtually reduced our world to a “global vil-
lage”, enabling humans to crisscross the globe at will and in record time, 
travelling across land, open seas, skies and even burrowing through the 
earth, like mice, a universal means of communication is ever so critical, 
especially in pursuit of trade. There is an urgent need to decipher and 
simplify the global babel. Of course the wisdom of countering or revers-
ing the effects of God’s Babel resolution is debatable, but, a subject for a 
different book or platform perhaps.
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Easy travel, transportation and extensive communication networks have 
meant that there is now an ever more fluid and rapid movement of peo-
ple, goods and ideas in every direction across the earth.  Because of this 
phenomenon which has led to the world being referred to as a “global 
village”, communication has taken on an importance of enormous pro-
portion. But, the sheer diversity of languages means that very often the 
spoken or written language is not adequate as a means of effective all 
inclusive communication, especially as a means of simplified descriptive 
communication of complex ideas, more so given the "supersonic" pace of 
this so called global village. There is such a great need now for effective, 
unambiguous communication which is extremely quick and easy to as-
similate on the go; and Graphic design seems to be the leading means of 
delivering the solution to this problem.

The urgency of this need is perhaps felt most acutely, in the immensely 
competitive retail sector of today’s commercial world; this small “glob-
al village”, which is jam-packed with identical duplicates of competing, 
standardized goods. These goods must identify and distinguish them-
selves quickly and boldly while at the same time sending a clear message; 
it is quite a challenge.

WORDS
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COMPETITION & 
STANDARDISATION
Wherever there is a challenge in life, an effective solution must be found. 
Graphic design has been found to be the solution to addressing a very 
specific commercial challenge; the challenge of competing in markets of 
standardised goods.
 
There are many, varied types of goods being sold on various platforms 
and in shops around the world, including in digital online stores. The 
goods vary in both type and size, ranging from the minute, hand held 
variety to the colossal, crane loaded types; also ranging from the tech-
nology based and synthetic to the organic and agricultural; all competing 
for our consumptive interest and the little money, circulating around the 
world.

Because of the larger number of merchants trading in these goods, com-
pared to the relatively smaller range of needs which they all hope to sat-
isfy, there tends to be a lot of product duplication with a large number of 
goods seeking to fill identical needs and therefore becoming themselves 
inevitably identical or nearly so. In an attempt to gain a little distinction 
and faced with stubborn technical facts such as, for example, a circle or a 
disc always remaining a 360degree object no matter which manufacturer 
has created it; directly competing manufacturers or traders turn to the 
only solution offering a high level of flexibility in Attempted Differenti-
ation of Standardised  Goods (ADSG); the creative arts. 

Graphic design is one of those creative arts purported to offer these dis-
tinctions and largely superficial competitive advantages which are often 
the only and very thin veneer of uniqueness in commercial competition. 
In the following pages we shall look at whether graphic design really 
does make a difference or whether it is a little overrated. 

To avoid confusion we shall be limiting our focus mainly to packaged 
goods, sold from supermarket shelves although the various principles do 
extend to a much broader range of design disciplines.

The extent of God’s or the supreme creator's creation in general is eter-
nally infinite. But, in a world of manmade trade and commerce, based on 

2| 



Riding The Consumer | Graphic Design 27 | Page 

COMPETITION & STANDARDISATION

a rewards system of monetary units of measure, resources are prohibitive-
ly scarce, resulting in vicious competition. It is this vicious competition 
which led to the growth of an industry largely concerned with seeking to 
create advantageous perceptions or conditions for its clients’ businesses 
and or products, in order to maximise market share and earnings. This is 
a task made that much more difficult by the advanced computerisation 
or automation, mechanisation and standardisation of modern day indus-
tries.

In these highly specialised and standardised manufacturing industries of 
the plastic generation, characterising the mass production twenty first 
century, it is relatively cheap and easy to consistently produce quality 
goods fast. The technologies necessary for such increased efficiencies and 
standardisation being readily available to anyone with access to the re-
quired financial resources. Thus, competitors inevitably find themselves 
at the market place fighting to sell identical or nearly identical goods 
of insignificant variation; goods identical in both chemical composition 
and product quality - more often than not, similar in product design as 
well. 

The greatest downside of standardisation has been that, amongst direct 
competitors it makes most claims of product superiority difficult to jus-
tify. For example; Kellogg's versus Bokomo or Willards cornflakes. 

In the absence of justifiable claims or genuine superiority and a percepti-
ble or demonstrable difference of some kind, sales of directly competing 
goods in their unembellished form - that is; in unmarked, plain pack-
aging, such as boxes, jars or tin cans – would be left to the mercy of the 
winds and luck would become a very significant component of strategy. 

In a standardised environment - where exclusivity of patent does not 
exist and products are produced according to the exact same specifica-
tions and formulae - it is quite clear that quality of the actual product, 
amongst a host of other directly competing products, plays no real role 
in a potential buyer’s decision-making process when making a selection 
amongst them, as all the competing goods are essentially the same; one 
can literally just close their eyes and pick. 

Personally one challenge I have always had has been that of simply pick-
ing out a standard loaf of bread from a supermarket bread rack. Even-
tually, after a small ritual of lifting and putting back down a couple of 
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loaves, I manage to settle for one. It is more a game of “ini mini mini mo” 
played by a grown man than an educated decision making process. And 
it’s a futile game I play each time this unfortunate task falls on me. But, 
I must admit, as delusional as it may be, it does however; leave me with a 
sense of having exercised my free will, in making a choice. 
In such a standardised environment, it would seem that even marketing 
efforts would only be a significant factor in gaining a competitive ad-
vantage if other competitors neglected or were totally incompetent at it 
– Especially  when we consider the possibility of two great marketing ef-
forts meeting and cancelling each other out. Incompetence or negligence  
are, however, an unlikely scenario given the number of highly competent 
and educated marketing executives in any given industry with skillsets 
and knowledge which are themselves quite standardised.

Therefore, in a bid to improve its fortunes, in such an environment, a 
business might consider physically moving as far away from its compe-
tition as possible and advertise its existence or presence in an isolated 
corner somewhere, hoping that potential customers nearest will respond, 
drawn by some perceived convenience or advantage. However, we are in 

• so, you sure there are 
• beans in here as well?
• Not Peas?
• Or Tomatoes?
• Fish?

• Which type ?
• from where?
• etc.
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the 3rd millennium now and given the vicious nature of 3rd millennium 
competition, finding such viable isolated corners may prove more diffi-
cult than fitting an African elephant into a match box. Even if such a fit 
were possible, it would most likely still prove to be an uneconomic appli-
cation of effort in the end, when one considers fluidity of movement and 
the ease with which potential customers in this millennium can move 
from place to place rapidly at very low cost. 

Complicating an already challenging situation; is the seemingly irrevers-
ible adoption of the supermarket concept followed by the wheeled trol-
ley, allowing the shopper even more freedom. Thanks to the arrival on the 
retail scene, of one Clarence Saunders and others like him. According 
to research and history, Clarence Saunders, was the brain behind the 
concept of a self-service grocery store in 1916, the year he is said to have 
opened the doors to his first store. See the extract below, which may or 
may not be a hundred per cent accurate; the veracity of which is neither 
here nor there for our purposes; what is crucial, and is easily verifiable 
through our daily experiences, is that supermarkets did come into being, 
and the empirical evidence of how they generally and roughly, operate.

This development pushed 
even direct competitors to 
share the same ‘bed’ so to 
speak. To this day, compet-
ing packaged goods are dis-
played and sold under one 
roof. They are crammed onto 
shelves and vast shop floors; 
housed together in their nu-
merous varieties in areas far 
removed from the advertis-
ing, sales, marketing people 
and media. Goods inevitably 
and constantly rub shoulders 
with the “enemy” and are left 
to literally sell themselves, off 
the supermarket shelf. 

Now, if we were to sell unembellished, competing, packaged goods in this 
way, this would present a monumental challenge, because when packed 
in unmarked cans and boxes, directly competing goods are virtually in-

“Saunders was awarded a number of patents 
for the ideas he incorporated into his stores. 
The stores were a financial success and Saun-
ders began to offer franchises. The Great At-
lantic and Pacific Tea Company (A&P) was 
another successful early grocery store chain 
in Canada and the United States, these be-
came common in North American cities in 
the 1920s. The general trend in retail since 
then has been to stock shelves at night so that 
customers, the following day, can obtain their 
own goods and bring them to the front of the 
store to pay for them. Although there is a high-
er risk of shoplifting, the costs of appropriate 
security measures ideally will be outweighed 
by reduced labour costs (Wikipedia.org)”.
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distinguishable: A can of beans, a can of peas, a can of peach halves, a 
can of sardines and a can of… and a box of… alongside boxes and boxes 
of…?

Imagine yourself being the hapless shopper standing in front of identi-
cal, unmarked opaque tin cans and boxes containing all manner of hu-

JIMBO’S 
BEANS

NOT
SURE

KAPONDORO 
BEANS

SUGAR
RICE
CRISPYSSALT

COFFEE



Riding The Consumer | Graphic Design 31 | Page 

COMPETITION & STANDARDISATION

NOT
SURE

SUGAR

man sustenance and trying to pick out a can of beans or box of cornflakes 
from “Rock River Foods”. How would you know which can or box to 
pick? Where would you begin? How willing would you be to pay for 
something whose contents are uncertain?

But, let us suspend our pessimism for a moment and let us suppose that 
by some enviable miracle, you did participate in and win this version of 
"Roulette" and actually did succeed in picking out the desired can or box; 
the following morning at breakfast, you might be swept off your feet by 
the heavenly, delicious taste and freshness of the beans or cornflakes and 
wish to go back to the supermarket to buy some more. It all seems per-
fectly logical and simple enough doesn’t it? Provided of course that you 
have the necessary cash; plastic or otherwise. But, hold on a minute; how 
would you then be sure to pick out a can or box of the exact same quality 
of beans or cornflakes, from the same “Rock River Foods” in a place lined 
with row upon row of unmarked, identical tin cans and boxes? Luck 
again perhaps?

Fortunately, at any one given time, there always seems to be somebody 
somewhere in the world, with a little too much time on their hands; time 
to dream up “useless” ideas, such as labels and package design. 

Yes, BASIC LABELING. There you have it! a small piece of, usually, 
sticky paper that has kept a lot of businesses out of immense misery.  
Common sense it seems... And thus artificial differentiation is born and 
the rise of a much misunderstood profession. 

Of course, in their early forms, labels were very rudimentary and did not 
even require a professional eye. Uncle Joe's toothless grandmother could 
make them effortlessly, whilst rocking Mary’s ten pound baby to sleep.

I imagine the early innovators would have benefited tremendously from 
this effort, but, alas; as with all good ideas, everybody would have quickly 
caught on and of course the brief advantage would have been instantly 
lost as the laggards got up to speed; taking us back, practically, full circle 
to square one – zero differentiation  – save for the names of course. More 
creative ways would have had to be found of differentiating the labels 
and with that, the products as well. As competitors piled on the pressure 
to out do each other for a little competitive advantage, everything would 
soon become a little more complex; requiring a more professional, skilled 
eye and Uncle Joe's grandmother would soon be out of a job, giving way 
to the professional graphic designer who had come to town and who had 
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come on a one way ticket. The rest is..., fortunately for graphic designers, 
not yet history, just a big mess we are desperately trying to contain and 
this quick read is a contribution towards the clean-up effort.

So What Exactly 
Does All This Mean?
Are we saying therefore, that after all the gruelling marketing, research, 
product development and product perfection that companies strategi-
cally pour their hard earned cash into; that the success of a product and 
professional business is now left to the mercy of… -  what?… a mere 
paper label or artistic renderings? What are we really saying? 

Now, here lies a very simple truth; one which is as difficult to swallow 
as a teaspoon full of dry desert sand and one which brings us to the very 
subject of this book. Of course the label does not work in isolation, it is 
supported by various other forms of artistic and creative renderings, as 
well as efforts from various other departments. But, let us keep things 
simple for now. Let us take a look at this graphic designer who has come 
to town, and see what it is exactly that he brings and makes him so spe-
cial, if indeed at all he is.
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THE GRAPHIC
DESIGNER COMES 
TO TOWN
As the curtain splits under the harsh spotlight of the commercial stage, 
an unexpected star appears, to sniggerings, snarls and contemptuous 
frowns of the mostly ignorant, who should, otherwise know better.

Enter the GRAPHIC DESIGNER – the architect of the product la-
bel and package design- in all his glory, to take centre stage and rede-
fine advertising and sales competition, adding colour, excitement and 
even entertainment to the market place. Now, through well designed, 
aesthetically pleasing LABELS and PACKAGES, suppliers can distin-
guish their goods from the competition by name and even surname. But, 
not only that, now the goods, like your lovely children (those of you 
fortunate enough to have them), have individuality, a face, a character 
and may even project emotions and a very distinct personality; they are 
now endowed with qualities as varied as being, sexy, masculine, feminine, 
charming, warm and so forth. Now the goods have all the ingredients 
of attraction, re-cognition and irresistibility; the elements of drawing 
power that lead to the all important first step along the path to product 
success - product trial. Mind you all of this has absolutely nothing to do 
with the technical or “scientific” qualities of the products.

Product Success
Success may mean many different things at various stages to different 
people, but, a commercial product is truly successful when it repeatedly 
“flies” off any shop shelf or floor into a customer's hands or home.
The basic ingredients of this product success being: Attraction- it must 
catch my eye, Trial-and encourage me to try it, Satisfaction-it must sat-
isfy my needs and Repetition-so that I feel the need to repeat the ex-
perience (buy it again). The act of repetition depends on Re-Cognition. 
All but one of the key product-success factors mentioned above – eighty 
percent to be exact- depend on that one phenomenon which a majori-

3|



THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER COMES TO TOWN

36 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer



THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER COMES TO TOWN

37 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

ty of business executives and policy makers seem to have a tough time 
quantifying - CREATIVE INTELLECT - for the immediate purpose 
or function of this book we shall simply call it, GRAPHIC DESIGN.  

The one thing about graphic design, which I hope to leave unambigu-
ous, is the Graphic Designer’s art and how it works in turning manu-
facturing, product development and other business efforts into cash; by 
drawing consumers to products, encouraging trial and enabling repeti-
tion through recognition. The areas of Graphic Design application are 
numerous and vast and in each of the areas the exact function of design 
may be different, but, the general principles of how it works remain the 
same. To minimise if not to avoid confusion, in this book, I have delib-
erately limited most key examples to one area, the retail of pre-packaged 
and labelled goods, sold from large store or supermarket shelves.   

The designer, through the label or package design, attracts the potential 
customer and uses his creative skill to seduce her, through the same label 
or package, to that crucial point of trial. From this point, the effects of 
good marketing and product quality take over to determine customer 
satisfaction and if they succeed, the designer, once again through the 
same label or package design, takes over at the next crucial stage - the 
stage of repeat purchase- by insuring brand Re-Cognition. Of course it 
would be ludicrous to suggest that the graphic designer is singly respon-
sible for product success. No, indeed he is not. He is part of a team and 
process. However the graphic designer’s role is a lot more critical than 
most executives and even some designers themselves appreciate. With-
out attraction there is no product trial and even if there happens to be an 
accidental trial, there will be no repetition of purchase without product, 
package or brand recognition. Let me repeat this because it is extremely 
vital to get this point. Without attraction there is no trial and without 
recognition there is no repetition. Simply put, No Repeat Purchase and 
we all know what that means to the sales director; perhaps a 
very very long and unpaid vacation.

Although he is part of a team of experts, a highly skilled and compe-
tent graphic designer is arguably the single most important ingredient 
in successfully moving product off the supermarket shelf and generating 
repeat sales. 

Now, before we descend into and inextricably immerse ourselves into 
the deep and murky waters of the egological universe, where everything 
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Ehhh....!! 

Rock River Beans!?

in here???

Even with a label it’s 
not easy to get noticed. The 

designer has to work some real magic for your 

can of beans to get noticed.
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BETTERBETTER
BEANSBEANS

GOODGOODBEANSBEANS

is governed by sentiment rather than logic and start a new kind of bat-
tle of the worlds, it is critical here to clearly understand the distinction 
between a potential customer’s  INTENT to make a repeat purchase 
as a result of satisfaction which comes as a direct result of the actual, 
experienced quality of the product (with of course compliments here 
going to the  production  team) as well as successful marketing (with 
compliments here going to the marketing team) and the actual ACT of 
repeating a purchase and thus physically moving product off the shelf as 
a direct result of being able to easily  locate or identify a desired product 
amongst a noisy host of competing others - Compliments here of course 
to the graphic designer.

Quite understandably, there are some who may argue that price and 
quality, not mere packaging and labels, are more influential factors in the 
mass exodus of product from the supermarket shelf to the home pantry. 
While it is true that price can be and indeed often is a very compelling 
reason for picking one competing brand over another, especially during 
hard times when spending a little extra is a luxury which many can ill 
afford, ask yourself this; in the absence of well designed, attractive, easily 
recognisable, effective, appealing labelling and packaging, the price and 
quality of what? Where? And what colour? Besides, for products to be in 
true direct competition, must they not compete at every level? The equip-
ment used in their manufacture, the raw materials, the production pro-
cess, formulae, quality of end product,...price etc.? If truly competitive, is 
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BETTERBETTER
BEANSBEANS

BESTBESTBEANSBEANS

it not therefore to be assumed or expected that all manufacturers within 
a given market should be able to bring directly competing products of 
similar quality to market at roughly the same price? If not the same price 
then at price variations of near insignificance under normal conditions; 
especially in standardised industries where identical processes and inputs 
are employed? Yes? In my mind, this would leave only one area of true 
differentiation upon which the consumer may base their initial choice – 
PRODUCT PRESENTATION - (Graphic Design/design). 

If I am standing in a busy shop and am not attracted or enticed by a  new 
product or am not able to recognise or locate a desired product or brand, 
then, how much it costs or its purported superiority are, if truth be told, 
of no relevance at all. They are assets of little to no consequence. 

There is an age old saying that goes something like: “you can lead a horse 
to the water, but, you cannot make it drink.”  Marketing and advertising 
people have perfected the art of leading the consumer to the proverbial 
“watering well”, but, what happens at the well is entirely out of their 
hands. I am not sure about the “getting horses to drink” thing, but, hu-
mans are an entirely different species built around an extremely pliable 
psychological framework. If Marketing and Advertising are synonymous 
with the “science” and process that leads the horse to the water, then 
Graphic Design, especially at point of sale is the wizardry and art of 
coaxing the horse to drink.
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THE DESIGNERS’ 
ROLE DEFINED
The graphic designer is a skilled professional specialising in the art and 
psychology of communication and subtle persuasion. Persuading con-
sumers to do what they do best – CONSUME

It is quite a daunting task to try and re-define with the aim of gaining 
conviction, followed by a change of mind-set, what the greater commer-
cial world has come to believe and has believed for so long to be a group 
of people concerned only with issues of decorating and neatening up 
messages and other marketing collateral. 

But, however daunting the task, the stubborn fact remains that, in a world 
where a real and tangible difference between truly competing products 
is increasingly elusive, the most important difference between directly 
competing products becomes psychological and implied. This illusion of 
a tangible difference relies on something that lies much deeper than just 
the face value of pretty images and decorations.

A large part of the graphic designer’s power consists of the ability to 
psychologically manipulate his audience into perceiving certain imagi-
nary, intangible differences and emotional qualities in otherwise “dead”, 
identical products. The graphic designer's role is more often than not, to 
create the ultimate commercial illusion.

The most accomplished graphic designers are true Puppet Masters; 
champion jockeys “Riding the Consumer” all the way to the bank.
What makes the graphic designer special is his creativity which is de-
rived from his ability to tune into the universal creative mind at will. The 
value of this creative mind is often grossly underrated.

4| 
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VALUE OF THE  
CREATIVE MIND
To understand the detail one often needs to first make sense of the gen-
eral. I remember from my video production days, always having to first 

take a general wide angle shot of a scene - an establishing shot - before 
zooming into more detailed close-ups. I find that this approach works 
very well in many instances. So, let us step back a little and take a look at 
the general creative mind to which the graphic designer belongs and of 
which he is a part.

Sometimes the daring messenger takes advantage of his trusting master's 
letters and runs away with the girl. But, it is a doomed romance without 
the master's hand. 

The commercial and academic worlds have for a long time trivialised 
art and the creative mind and glorified the sciences and business minds 
instead, which in fact are but support services to the creative mind.
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The creative mind is the alchemist of the ideas world and of the world 
of making things; having the ability to bring into existence concepts and 
things that hitherto did not exist.

But, of what use are artistic creativity and the creative mind in a world 
of commerce, finance and science? One might ask. This, to many artists 
and designers may seem like a really dumb question; and perhaps one 
which is easily answered by common sense; but, somebody once said 
that common sense is really not as common as one might at first suspect. 
Therefore, as beings who are very much concerned with gaining a clear 
and unambiguous understanding of all that we do, at times we must take 
a moment or two to reflect on even the seemingly obvious. 

The creative mind is what makes all the commercial, financial and sci-
entific activity practical, if not simply, possible. It in fact gives them eco-
nomic relevance. Everything that is and everything that ever was, started 
(and still starts so to this day) as a small seed which subsequently devel-
oped into a great concept in a creative mind. 

This creative mind may flow through an artist/designer or an accom-
plished scientist as in the case of Leonardo Das Vinci and Albert Ein-
stein who were both accomplished artists and incredible scientists all 
rolled up in one. One of the world’s greats, Albert Einstein, is said to 
have remarked that "The greatest scientists are artists as well,".

All commercial activity which can't be described as a strictly creative en-
deavour or service, is simply a supporting service which would otherwise 
not exist in the absence of the creative mind: Banking, accounting, sales, 
marketing, retailing, wholesaling, warehousing, shipping, even advertis-
ing and so forth all exist ultimately to support the creative mind – the 
dreaming mind the making mind. 

Without the creative mind, nothing is. It is the birth place of all things 
that are. We all have equal access to this creative mind. Our natural pre-
disposition as humans is to create, be it sexually, imaginatively or oth-
erwise. A cursory glance around your community will reveal endless ev-
idence of people’s efforts at expressing their creative nature; from little 
boys in low-income communities making very impressively accurate and 
functional wire models of their favourite cars and little girls plaiting their 
dolls’ synthetic hair to complex and technologically advanced monstros-
ities upsetting the delicate balance of nature and threatening our very 
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exhistence. The creative mind is all around us and runs through all of 
us. Ironically though, not many people have the full presence of mind 
to take advantage of it or even understand the power of its dreams that 
often seem like nothing more than just unrealistic, impossible fantasies. 
Often the more creative or original a concept is, the more outlandish it 
may seem at first - an impractical idea which can only exist and be toler-
ated in the imagination of a fertile creative mind - until a scientist brave 
enough comes along and explores the concept further with the creative 
or until the creative if he is scientifically competent, explores it further 
himself.  In any case, it is always the creative idea / concept preceding 
the science of making the idea a “reality”. Without the creative mind 
there would simply be very limited new concepts to explore or very few 
questions for science to answer and human development would trudge 
along at a very sluggish and uninspiring pace. The commercial world 
would be a very dull place with very few – if any – tradable uninspiring 
goods. Economic activity – if any - would be very limited and as a result 
there would be really no need for Bankers, Accountants, Manufacturers, 
stockbrokers, marketers, advertisers, printers and so forth – as we know 
them today. 

Graphic design is an activity of this creative consciousness, although at 
times it occupies a middle ground, being both intimately creative and a 
supporting service at the same time. 

The creative mind is the great enabler of positive human development; 
and yes, negative development as well; but, let us stay positive, lest we 
become discouraged from extending ourselves. 

The creative mind is often myopically associated only with the non-com-
mercial aspects of fine arts and crafts as well as the playful, fun seeking, 
leisure and entertainment or recreational aspects of activities such as 
music, dance, drama, doodling and so forth (all of which have an often 
misunderstood deeper functionality). Consequently it is often viewed as 
not being as serious as, for example, the accounting and financial or other 
business minds which are more easily associated with economic activi-
ty, national growth and prosperity. Not surprisingly, it is often the non 
creatives who hold and are the leading proponents of this rather unfair 
if not misguided view of the creative and creativity in general. Because 
of the nature of their education and work, non creatives have, to a large 
degree, lost touch with their creative nature and therefore seem to have 
some difficulty grasping its value beyond leisure and entertainment etc. 
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It is however true that the creative mind is inherently playful and per-
haps a little childlike too – although not in a derogatory sense or any in-
tellectually deficient sense. Most people do not understand the need for 
the creative mind to retain its original childlike inquisitiveness and play-
fulness. Albeit at a much more advanced level, in the adult world, play-
fulness and childlike inquisitiveness are traits which are ideal for general 
exploration and experimentation with new ideas and discoveries which 
lead to general progressive human and social development. The creative 
mind is a tirelessly exploring and inventive mind. It should not be sur-
prising that creativity is synonymous with inventiveness; the history of 
our world records early “key” inventors, the great minds that helped de-
velop the world into what it is today, as having been highly accomplished 
artists...The Leonardo Da Vincis of this world were phenomenal beings, 
counted amongst the greatest artists and greatest scientists of all time. 
 
“Many composers, artists and scientists, famous for their creativity, were also 
remarkably playful.” 
¬- Patrick Bateson - Playfulness and Creativity
Current Biology Volume 25, Issue 1, 5 January 2015, Pages R12-R16

 Access to infinitely inventive minds is critical in a highly com-
petitive commercial environment, such as that characterising the twenty 
first century, where modern production and supply of goods and servic-
es is largely if not wholly based on science and formulae. The formulae 
cause the production processes to which they are applied to be predict-
able as well as causing them to produce uniform results. Because of this 
predictable uniformity, any manufacturer with sufficient knowledge of a 
particular science or formulaic method of producing a certain product 
can do so in identical fashion to his competitor of equal capacity. This 
makes competing very difficult (or perhaps very easy depending on how 
you are looking at it). Furthermore, the employment in industry, of mil-
lions of university graduates whose well-polished minds contain more or 
less uniform data and the use of machines which run on similar software 
and similar parts reduces any chances of real uniqueness amongst truly 
competing products. The fact that the body of technical and formulaic 
data which university graduates possess, is largely derived from widely 
available cheap text books, makes the individual less and less impor-
tant and as such the individual is rendered quite dispensable. Google, 
the wizards of the information age have further evened the playing field 
by breaking the seals off several of the unguarded information bottles, 
thereby making a substantial amount of previously specialist knowledge, 
readily and even "freely" available to any enquiring mind. In such an en-
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vironment, to find a uniqueness that will give one a significant advantage 
over their competition would require a highly inventive creative mind.

Since formulae produce objective and predictable results stemming 
from predetermined, regulated and precise logic and action, they can be 
computerised and “taught” to (programmed into) robotic machines and 
computers, which can then proceed to perform the required tasks; thus 
excluding the human factor altogether. Globally, we are already fast trav-
elling down a road where computers and not men run the processes in 
production and indeed in some cases we are already witnessing processes 
that involve minimal human intervention. We have autonomous trucks 
moving containers effortlessly around shipyards; robots that lay down 
three thousand bricks per day and surveyor drones that can do in just 
fifteen minutes what humans would need weeks to do.

Graphic design on the other hand, might be one of the few processes 
that will actually survive this onslaught of the computerised, automated 
machine and perhaps even the coming age of artificial intelligence (A.I.) 
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STANDARDISED
SETUP 1

STANDARDISED
SETUP 1

STANDARDISED
SETUP 1

PRODUCT 1

PRODUCT 2

PRODUCT 3

Can you see the 
difference in product 
and process (setup)?



VALUE OF THE CREATIVE MIND

52 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

- yes, A.I. is coming. In fact, it is just around the corner. 
Graphic design is an almost purely intuitive creative and artistic process 
which involves the highly unstable, human emotion and subjective situa-
tional calculation or interpretation of, physical, emotional, psychological, 
societal relationships and so forth. Because of the randomness of life, 
these variables in the graphic design process can never exist repeatedly in 
the same measure and state -not even if a creative process is repeated by 
the same designer to solve similar or identical problems. 

Graphic design is therefore only as predictable as the problem being 
solved and the designer attempting to solve it at a particular point in 
time. 
Due to this myriad of human, environmental and many other varied 
factors under consideration in graphic design, as mentioned above, no 
two graphic design problems or designers can be exactly the same at any 
given point in time and for this very simple reason, no single formula 
can be predetermined for the numerous design situations encountered 
across time, industries, markets and products. This in fact is the reason a 
graphic design student can never be “taught”- not in the strictest sense 
of the word teach. A graphic designer can only be guided and then left 
to wonder the world and mature over time, developing his own unique 
ways of problem solving and a personal style as distinct as his inimitable 
character and fingerprint or DNA. 
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The practicing graphic designer has a truly enviable freedom to explore 
and to experiment; at the same time, quite ironically also has the very 
difficult challenge of not having any strict rules or formulas to follow. No 
set blue prints. He is required to work with a blank canvas at every turn, 
constantly having to generate his own unique formulas for each new and 
individual project (As some sportsmen would say, always playing the 
situation, not the game). 

Since there are no pre-existing formulas for the designer to follow, the 
designer has to rely on his individual powers of deduction and extrapo-
lation, thought, imagination and analysis, perception and art to arrive at 
a successful solution. This is an ability which is based on a combination 
of raw talent, years of practical training and practice as well as scholar-
ly theory, intellectual dexterity and intuition. Since no two people can 
address design problems in exactly the same way, each designer is thus 
a unique idea generation centre, one that cannot be substituted without 
varying the end product. It is therefore, because of these highly subjec-
tive and emotional calculations required in the artistic creative design 
process and the other human factors at both the encoding and decoding 
stages of the design process, that machines cannot be adequately (if at 
all) delegated the creative task of graphic design. At the time of writing 
this book the above assertion is true and can be expected to remain so 
for at least the reasonably foreseeable future; however, science has been 
known to flip the world on its head almost overnight. Therefore, readers 
would do well not to take the time estimate as hard fact, but rather as an 
indication of the value of the creative mind and the complexity of elim-
inating the human factor from graphic and many other forms of design 
and creative processes.

While the above factors may not necessarily make an individual designer 
generally indispensable, except perhaps to the extent of her uniqueness, 
they do make it so for creatives in general; The creative industry.

The term Graphic design has a very nice professional ring to it, but, I 
have always thought that, Graphic Designer is too fancy a title for a pro-
fessional who is so poorly regarded as such. In the next chapter we look 
at what this title and this design thing that designers do really mean, as 
well as looking at other related terms and definitions. This will aid in 
gaining full comprehension as we stitch together various aspects of this 
creative tapestry.
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Machines doing it for themselves; machines building machines; 
not a single human in sight...
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A CLOSER LOOK AT 
GRAPHIC DESIGN 
Brief Back Ground And Basic 
Definitions 

So What Exactly Is Design?
Quite a bit has been said in the last few pages about the graphic designer 
and why the world needs this rather obscure individual, but, what exactly 
is this 'Design' thing that the designer does? What does it mean - to 
design?

Many graphic designers go through their careers never having actually 
stopped to ponder this question. The irony of it is quite astounding isn’t 
it? It is taken for granted that designers are all in silent agreement on the 
subject and that they all know how to explain it.  Every now and then 
when I come across a young designer I throw the question at them and 
usually what I get at first is a stunned silence; followed by a response 
which may stutter and chop and change a couple of times before it is 
concluded, as the designer comes face to face with a new truth. As a 
young designer, I was no exception to this myself. Some of my own clar-
ity came as a result of writing this book. I was forced for the first time to 
really think about some of the things I previously took for granted.

The first time I ever really pondered the question with a respectable de-
gree of meaning and seriousness was when I was writing the following 
definition. And the definition changed several times as I got deeper and 
deeper into it and as it became more and more clear in my own head and 
as I refined it and distilled it to its essence.

My definition within the context of graphic design is as follows:-  De-
signing is the deliberate ordering or arranging of related elements within 
a given space; the ordering and rearranging of the space itself or the 
reshaping of existing elements to achieve a specific aesthetic or function. 
Perhaps more accurately, we could say that it is the process or creation of 

6| 
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a plan or blueprint for doing so.  
The activity of designing is a very deliberate process. Often in general 
conversation we hear people say things like: "...the elements seem a little 
out of place, but, they are all placed that way by design..." or “... the look 
of his such and such was… by “Design", meaning that, whatever it may 
be, it was all done that way deliberately (by design). A designer creates 
or takes various elements and deliberately (by Design) arranges or rear-
ranges them to achieve a particular desired effect or meaning. 

An accidental pattern, no matter how indubitably beautiful, cannot be 
called a design, for unless it is a serendipitous result of an authentic de-
sign process, it serves no specific, well thought out purpose and is not 
constructed in any deliberately calculated direction and is therefore sim-
ply aimless doodling of no intrinsic value; it is a pure accident; nothing 
more.

The Meaning of the Word -Graphic
Microsoft's thesaurus offers the following, as synonyms to the word 
'Graphic': explicit, lifelike, realistic, vivid, striking, detailed, leaving 
nothing to the imagination, full, clear. It also says: illustrative, pictorial, 
drawn, diagrammatic, decorative and visual.

In this book the focus is on what I believe to be the broadest and strong-
est term, - VISUAL. This is because it encompasses most if not all of the 
other given synonyms in one way or another and also happens to repre-
sent the strongest basis for human belief - seeing - . We are all familiar 
with the saying "seeing is believing". We throw this saying around as 
freely as I have just thrown the assumption that we are all familiar with 
it and use it very loosely, but, it carries an incredible truth for a graph-
ic designer. For a graphic designer working in the commercial world, a 
major function of his job is making people see and believe one thing or 
another about the subject of his work. 

When using the term - visual -, it is important to always bear in mind 
that we, as humans, have two methods of visual appreciation. Whether 
other living creatures possess the same ability or not I will leave for other 
books to explore.  

(1)- The first and most obvious being, seeing with the physical eye – a 
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process which involves light bouncing off an object, entering our eyes, 
being converted into electrical signals, thereafter being interpreted by 
the brain and reconstructed into what we would like to “believe” to be 
an accurate translation of the original stimulus. Yes, I did say translation, 
because we never do see the actual object or light. In fact no human ever 
has actually seen what they look at, or even the light bouncing off it; the 
eye itself sees about as much as the lens in your camera sees when you 
point it at an object or you point it at a cute dancing baby; and that is, 
absolutely nothing. It is completely oblivious of all the things your brain 
may point it at. The eye in itself is as blind as a bat. It simply captures 
light reflected off worldly objects, focuses it on a spot at the back of the 
eyeball which converts it to electrical signals which are then transmit-
ted to an area in the brain, at the back of your head somewhere, where 
the signals are interpreted as "graphic" images. And the accuracy of this 
interpretation is beyond our conscious control. It is a lot like watching 
television really. The light itself never reaches the brain, it never goes be-
yond the eye and the eye never sees the light. The eye is like a door which 
is opened to let in visitors, but, is itself never at any point aware of the 
visitors’ presence. 

(2)- The second means of human visual experience comes about through, 
seeing mentally, with the mind’s eye, without the need for any light to 
enter the physical eye. This process draws exclusively on our huge li-
brary or database of previously, mentally recorded and archived “physi-
cal” viewing experiences and works by referencing these– a process often 
called, imagination – (this is a process by which mental images or scenes 
are constructed or generated using a series of "pre-programmed" ele-
ments (memories) in our minds to illustrate or enhance the power of our 
thoughts as well as creating entirely new mental inventions). Even when 
we create or generate entirely new visions of things that never existed in 
the physical world before, we still reference these “visual image banks”. 
We have a set of mental, visual building blocks which can be combined 
in an infinite number of ways in order to visualise new concepts. We call 
this image-ination.  I often wonder if it would be at all possible for a 
person born with vision to think without generating any form of mental 
imagery. For a person born blind there are obviously no worldly visual 
references; that particular database does not exist. Our most basic use of 
this mental visualisation is when we simply remember past events.
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What is Graphic Design? 
(Not to be confused with the earlier question “What is Design?”)

Guided by the preceding definitions of the words “Design” and “Graph-
ic” respectively, I believe we can safely conclude that graphic design is 
basically, the deliberate arrangement of visual elements within a given 
space, the deliberate arrangement or ordering of the visual space itself, 
the deliberate reshaping of the elements themselves in order to achieve a 
specific effect, function or meaning. Or more precisely, the creation of a 
plan or blueprint for doing so.

The subject of graphic design is a very broad one. It encompases almost 
every creative rendering that is of a “Graphic” / visual nature. Although 
traditionally it was most commonly associated with the print media, 
20th century innovations leading to the development of technologies 
such as video and internet broadened this subject even further, breaking 
down barriers that had been set by the limitations of the then rigid tra-
ditional media.

In this book, there is a strong bias towards print graphics – a personal 
preference - although the principles laid out herein, in most cases would 
equally apply to most forms of visual presentation and graphic design. 
It is important to note that advances in technology have merely broad-
ened the range of media through which visual concepts can be transmit-
ted as well as technical possibilities. Although this has greatly enriched 
the visual experience of graphics, it has not changed the basic underlying 
universal principles. These principles will remain the same for as long as 
the human being remains the ultimate target audience for such and for 
as long as the principles are informed by human psychology and perhaps 
also human physiology.
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What is a Graphic Designer
Strictly speaking, anyone professionally involved in the deliberate ma-
nipulation of graphic elements towards a specific end. Those who dabble 
in it as hobbyists or those who make a living out of design, without pos-
session of the full underlying foundation of the knowledge of its princi-
ples, cannot be called designers. Why? Because they lack the necessary 
understanding which would make their aim more deliberate and accu-

The man in the hood, 
mysteriously avoiding 

the light or simply, just 
ignored?
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rate, the understanding that makes for good aesthetics bonded together 
by meaning, purpose and effectiveness – It must be remembered that 
good design is deliberate by nature. 

While this is so, it is possible though, for someone with an eye for pretty 
pictures, even though without much substance; to achieve a decent level 
of success for a time due to the ignorance of their clients; of course luck 
and kickbacks can also play a major role in ensuring their success in some 
circles – this temporary success is more often than not, in favour of the 
individual attempting to do the designing; the client invariably loses out 
in the end. 

To illustrate the difference between a professional graphic designer and 
one who is not, but, is proficient with the tools of the trade, in terms of 
their operation; we could consider the following example; we will be 
taking a bit of a drift on this one:  

Two sailors set out to sea, neither of them with a compass. In preparation 
for the voyage, one has spent much time polishing, cleaning and acces-
sorising his ship. He has also spent a considerable amount of time prac-
ticing various procedures and getting to grips with the technical opera-
tions of his vessel and has become such a master as to be able to operate 
his ship blind folded and his, is also arguably one of the most beautiful 
ladies ever seen in any waters. The other sailor, while also attending to 
the general housekeeping and mechanical or technical issues of his ship, 
also spends some time getting familiar with the elements of the see and 
its moods. He gets familiar with the signs of the night sky, the whispers 
of the winds and learns to respect the paths of the sun and the moon in 
their slow, purposeful supervisory stroll across the sky. He learns to read 
between the twinkling of the stars. He learns when and when not, to 
get into the waters and learns also the etiquette of negotiating with the 
elements, when not on solid ground. 

You see the difference? If not, try reading the last paragraph again. One 
of these two sailors will be successful in his voyage, the other will be lucky 
to just go round in circles in his lovely ship and perhaps even eventually 
end up exactly where he started, else the sea may claim him to keep.
 
It is important to note that although it makes for a good DTP oper-
ator, knowledge of Photoshop or being proficient in the entire Adobe 
suite does not necessarily translate into one being a competent graphic 
designer any more than  knowing how to hold a chisel and which chisel 
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to use makes one a master carpenter. While it is critical to know and un-
derstand these tools, if one is going to use them, they are still at the end 
of the day, just tools. “Cars are only ever useful if the driver has a definite 
purpose, destination and an idea of how to get there”.

Some of the best design the world has ever seen is from the time before 
computer aided design and any of the designers from those days gone by 
could come to the 21st century and still function.
 
I remember the first time I looked for free-lance work in an advertising 
agency; in 2000 I think it was. I called up an old acquaintance and man-
aged to get booked for an interview. In the interview we talked about 
a lot of things that meant very little. We went through the customary 
ritual of going through my brief portfolio, but, at the end of the day, the 
creative director was only interested in getting an answer to one ques-
tion. She asked me; “Do you know (how to use) Photoshop?” Of course 
I said yes and I got the commission. And yes, I was very excited, but, it is 
a very sad story. A story of great ignorance of the difference between an 
ability to skilfully use a tool and the knowledge of what it is that one is 
actually supposed to do with that skill. Knowing how to hold and use a 
wrench with perfect precision, its strengths, reliability and other techni-
cal qualities thereof does not make you a mechanic

A graphic designer is like the sailor without a compass. All he has to 
begin with is at best, an awareness of his current location, his intend-
ed destination and possibly also a general direction initially; but, not 
much in the way of any knowledge of what exact path he will take to 
move forward. Like the sailor, he must know his elements intimately and 
how best to work with them in navigating to a definite destination, even 
without a compass.

At the most basic level of graphic design, a designer is simply a visual 
communicator whose duty is to present information in as easily acces-
sible a manner as possible. At a more complex and maybe even sinister 
level as we shall see in the following pages, he is a psychological manip-
ulator, whose job is to deliberately steer his audience towards a particular 
goal by manipulating their emotions and memories, often taking advan-
tage of their superstitions and beliefs as well. This ability to manipulate 
touches on some very sensitive moral issues, which are beyond the scope 
of this book.

Graphic design is a tremendously powerful communication tool, in 
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whichever field one may wish to apply it. If a simple picture is worth a 
thousand words, as they say, then, it could be said that a well-designed 
visual is worth millions, if not billions more.
 
A graphic designer is to a large extent an artist and the term design-
er is sometimes if not often interchanged with the term, “artist”, as in 
"Graphic Artist"

What is this “Art” thing?
Here we find another example of people talking very loosely and often 
about a subject, but, few ever really stopping to think about what it is 
exactly. To most people, anyone who can make an interesting impression 
or mark on any markable surface or create something original, interest-
ing or useful with their hands, is an artist. It has become increasingly 
difficult, even for “artists” themselves, to agree on the definition of what 
really makes one an artist. Many Crafters, have for a long time either 
been forced by ignorance to seek or deliberately sought, refuge under the 
arts umbrella. I, myself used to be a little unclear about what it is that 
constitutes a work of art and consequently an artist, until I decided to 
give the subject a little deeper thought. It is amazing how much light a 
little thinking can bring to a foggy concept. After wondering in uncer-
tainty for most of my youth, I have finally settled on a definition which I 
believe to be the most accurate and which is indeed personally satisfying. 
My definition of art which may or may not be original - if that even 
matters at all - is as follows:

A work of art is any creation that is skilfully realised out of very deep 
thought, sensitivity and copious amounts of emotional investment, 
mined from deep within one's soul; to be truly rich; it must be mari-
nated in emotion and sensitivity. It is any creation therefore, infected 
by and saturated with the creator’s thoughts and feelings, and attempts 
to skilfully communicate these to an audience as well as attempting to 
invoke an emotional (or deeper) response from the same. A work of art 
may communicate an artist’s interpretation or view of the world as well 
as expressing opinion - personal or otherwise. A work of art may also 
and most often is meticulously, - but, not necessarily so - put together 
and imbued with the finest aesthetics. On the other hand, a simple or 
even intricately woven basket, mat, carved chair or embroidered jack-
et no matter how fine the aesthetics, may be nothing more than craft; 
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simply an assembly of functional ideas. While the craftsmanship may 
be, and amongst professional crafters definitely is, creative, it is not art, 
unless it is intended to and does project/communicate the above stated 
qualities of art. Above a certain level of skill, the dividing line between 
art and craft is very fine indeed.

The Major Difference between a 
Commercial Graphic Artist and a 
Fine Artist
A fine artist is basically concerned with, “self-centred”, self-expression, 
expressing his personal perspective on society and life in general, usually 
out of his own initiative.  Whereas a commercial graphic artist/designer 
is usually employed or commissioned to visually communicate a reality 
or fantasy other than his own. His is strictly a commercial arrangement 
(Commercial Art). The creative direction in this case is dictated by the 
requirements of the subject of the design more than the graphic artist’s 
own wishes.  Although the work can and often does attempt to commu-
nicate some subjective qualities; such as personal style and interpretation, 
as well as some sort of emotion and other qualities, the emotion com-
municated usually is not the designer’s own and the other qualities are 
usually not as per designer’s subjective initiation and observation. 

For example, a corporate advertisement, corporate logo or brochure may 
seek to communicate a client’s corporate personality as dictated by the 
client through the design brief (and never ending amendment sugges-
tions) and interpreted and projected by the contracted designer. Any 
feelings or personal perceptions that the designer may have from her 
dealings with the client or experience of the client’s products (past or 
present) whether negative or positive, have very little if any bearing at all 
on the designer’s creation. Instead the designer puts on the client’s shoes 
and becomes slave to the client’s views and objectives – for an agreed fee.
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THE NATURE OF 
GRAPHIC COMMU-
NICATION (DESIGN)
Graphic design is a multi-layered visual language. In many respects it 
is similar to any of the other numerous spoken and written languages. 
However, whereas the spoken languages use vocal sounds and the writ-
ten languages rely exclusively on alphabetic text characters, text symbols 
and words; the very rich language of graphic design employs numerous 
other elements. The “alphabet” of Graphic design is made up of many 
varied elements which include shapes, symbols, colour, drawings, lines 
and images, as well as a variety of styles of letters of the written al-
phabet and written words. The power of this layered graphic language 
lies in the fact that it is a more universal and intuitive language which 
utilises an extended and much more flexi-
ble, yet much simpler “alphabet” than the 
spoken and written languages - Simpler 
in terms of total comprehension that is. In 
talking of simplicity, we must be mindful 
of the existence of various levels of sim-
plicity which are dependent on the subject 
matter and content of a particular design. 
A well designed thousand page report may 
not be something that you would consider 
to be very simple, but, when compared to 
un-designed straight text and long lectures, the simplicity becomes ap-
parent.  Commercial graphics rarely have this much text and therefore 
their simplicity is more apparent as whole paragraphs can be commu-
nicated graphically, with a minimal amount of text.   For example, it is 
simpler for an English speaking tourist in China who does not speak 
the local language to find coffee shops by simply looking at graphics 
which include images of a “steaming” cup of coffee than it would be for 
that same tourist to find the same coffee shop by trying to make sense 
of whole paragraphs of signs written in the Chinese alphabet.  People 
who do not speak “Chinese” cannot make sense of “Chinese” writing any 
more than they can decipher random decorative ink strokes. To them 
it is all just “chicken scratch”. Listening to verbal directions in Chinese 
would not do anything to improve the situation either, if anything at all 

Please note that the term 
“Chinese” is used here collo-
quially, for Chinese is actually 
a peoples’ nationality and not 
a language. It would be more 
accurate in this case to speak of 
Mandarin than “Chinese” in 
reference to one of the actual 
spoken or written languages 
of the people of china. 
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that would only just drive the tourist crazy. A single, clear image – no 
matter how rough – of a “steaming” coffee mug sported appropriately on 
the wall of a shop, instantaneously clears the problem. The image does 
this without any need for the intervention of verbal or written linguis-
tics or any other academic or intellectual competence on the part of the 
tourist – just a rough awareness of what a steaming cup of coffee or hot 
beverage might look like and an intuitive ability to decode simple visual 
cues. This kind of communication does not discriminate by age, race, sex, 
religion, cultural background or any other qualification except sight and 
visual experience.

The Issue Of Originality
At this point, it may be a good idea to clarify an issue of graphic design 
that many people seem to find confusing. In the past, when things were 
not as easy to do as they are today, most photographs and illustrations 
or other graphic elements where specifically commissioned for each par-
ticular assignment, so there was less room for doubt with regard to issues 
of originality of work. Given the choice and a decent budget, this is how 
I would still prefer to work on all projects today.

 As the graphics industry grew and developed, so too did the el-
ements or alphabet of graphic design –mimicking the organic develop-
ment of other human languages. The alphabet and dictionaries of design 
grew to include stock photography and illustrations accumulated over 
time. One no longer has to commission a photographer or illustrator for 
each and every project; you can simply buy or source for free, what you 
need from a stock library or clip art library and do what you need to do 
with it. See the problem yet? 

Well, let me help you out; if a designer buys an exquisitely prepared il-
lustration or photograph and “simply” adds a little text to it, how is that 
original work? Or, how original is that work? How is that not plagiarism? 
Well, firstly; “simply” is not that simple, but, this is a valid question all 
the same and one that needs to be addressed. Remember we said graphic 
design is a language and every language has an alphabet which consists 
of very limited, set, elements and characters as well as a dictionary of lim-
ited vocabulary and expressions. Although in graphic design there still 
remains infinite possibilities and flexibility with regard to developing 
original non-textual alphabetical or dictionary elements, there are some 
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a b c d e f g h i 
j k m n o p q r 
s t u v w x y z
A B C D E 
F G H I J K 
L M N O P 
Q R S T U 
V W X Y Z
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8 9 0 . : , ;  '  "  

The standard modern Roman alphabet 
consists of a basic set of just 26 letters 
supported by 15 other characters. These 
are the building blocks of the English 
language. The costruction of every eng-
lish word writen or spoken is limited 
to just these 26 letters. This limited 
number of letters has been used in the 
construction of an equally  limitted 
number of English words. Millions 
of the world’s published books consist, 
technically, of no more than a repe-
tition of these 26 characters repeated 
in various combinations. There is no 
originality at all in terms of the letters 
and words(the building blocks) used to 
tell the stories in them, yet all the books 
are very different , telling very original 
and creative stories. Just as in construc-
tion industry, the originality lies in 
the use and  combination of elements/
building blocks - The same is true in 
Graphic Design

(!?) + - * / =
elements that are already set and varying them for the sake of originality 
may be, on a standard job, very costly with no meaningful positive return 
on investment or benefit to the desired outcome. A circle is a circle, a 
square is a square and a black boy riding a bicycle is still just a black boy 
riding a bicycle etc. etc. and there are enough variations and effects of 
these in stock libraries to suit a wide variety of messages and purposes. 
The greatest challenge is that these libraries are not exclusive and one 
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image or illustration may be used by a hundred different designers for a 
hundred different jobs and purposes. That being the case, the question is, 
how then is originality possible in such cases? 

The easiest way to understand how this can work is to draw a parallel 
with the written language alphabet and dictionaries; while there are mil-
lions of different writers all over the world, all using the same 26 letter 
English alphabet and the same set of available words, it is still infinitely 
possible for each writer to write a truly unique and original story. All the 
stories – just like this book - contain words and characters (letters) that 
are identical to those used in millions of others, but, it is their context and 
arrangement – their “design” - which create a unique story. For centuries, 
authors have achieved uniqueness without having to create new alpha-
bets, words or letters each time. This is where true creativity shines; being 
able to take a word or in the case of a designer, common everyday object 
or element and breathing into it a new original meaning and freshness; 
different from that originally intended by its original creator. However, 
wherever possible, it is recommended to always make adjustments or edit 
stock images and illustrations to suit each new concept – not just down-
load and paste. Where budgets permit, however, it is always better to 
create as much as is possible from scratch. Some projects do not require 
a high level of originality in individual building block elements, but, in 
the overall concept. Architecture works in much the same way; thanks 
to an advanced degree of standardisation. A lot of what goes into what 
appears to be truly original architecture is standard bricks, glass, frames, 
nails, tubes, wall paper, switches, tiles, paints and other finishings etc. 

It is important to note and remember that graphic design is neither an 
exercise in illustration nor in photography; these two are just elements 
used in graphic design. Therefore, while a design must be original, the el-
ements used to construct it need not strictly be so. This is another reason 
it is critical to work with professional designers so that we do not end up 
with what may be little more than just “legalised” plagiarism; avoiding 
this requires a sensitivity which will not be found in non-professional 
“designers”. Where stock libraries are used, clients should be made fully 
aware of the risks of coming across competing artwork that contains ele-
ments identical to theirs and also made aware that original design is not 
synonymous with original photography or illustration. It must be noted 
though that a stronger sense of originality is created when these two ele-
ments are also original. Such things are best explained to commissioning 
clients ahead of time, lest one be accused of fraudulent practice. 
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The Language
To enhance the clarity and strength of graphic messages, textual, alpha-
betic characters and words are incorporated in the visual mix; the style 
of their use being designed to cement their cooperation with other ele-
ments in a final unified visual message encoding and presentation. 

Although it has more elements to it than spoken and written language, 
graphic design demands very little scholarly achievement from the au-
dience, who must easily and as intuitively as is possible, decode the mes-
sages imbedded in designs. Graphic design draws a considerable amount 
of inspiration from familiar everyday visual experiences, which are free-
ly, naturally and readily accessible to all but the visually impaired. As 
mentioned earlier in the comparisons of the languages, the visual lan-
guage’s alphabet consists of text, symbols, images, illustrations, colours, 
metaphors and various other elements. The meanings of the individual 
elements (Psychologically and metaphorically) may be dependent on or 
influenced by, their origin, experience, culture or history. For example, 
when a single/identical symbol is used in two different societies/cultures, 
it may invoke violently opposing meanings or effects. One unfortunate 
example of a symbol being given a new meaning by social and historical 
usage is of the sapping of the innocence of the once celebrated swasti-
ka. SWASTIKA - Also known as the gammadion cross or manji in Japanese. 
The name itself “Swastika”, is derived from the Sanskrit word svastika which 
means a “lucky or auspicious object” (United States Holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum and Wikipedia). This symbol is estimated to be possibly over 10000 
years old as this is the age of the earliest known object decorated with a 
similar motif.

The swastika was once - and in some parts of the world still is - admired 
as a brilliant decorative motif and also as a powerful religious symbol – 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Odinism and Jainism. 

But, today because of its historical associations, acquired over its extend-
ed usage period by the Nazis, beginning in 1920 in “bloody” Germany, as 
well as during and at other times bracketing the second world war; the 
swastika or hakenkreuz as it is known in Germany, has become one of 
the most vulgar and most reviled symbols of the 20th century Western 
world. It transformed from beauty and auspiciousness to horrendously 
evil and loathsome over the course of a single generation. Yet, still to 
some people and far removed societies it remains nothing more than just 
an interesting and aesthetically pleasing or auspicious design. 
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Being aware of "little big" things like this helps the designer to manage 
meanings and message interpretations by either leveraging on or com-
plete avoidance of, certain symbols and visual cues. A little Research and 
concept testing usually takes care of this.

A further example of cultural contribution to meanings of graphic ele-
ments is that of the colour white. While it is now common and expected 
in most western countries and their former colonies for a bride to wear a 
white wedding gown, this may most likely be unacceptable in some cul-
tures particularly in Asia where this is largely considered to be the colour 
of death and mourning in some traditions. Therefore, its dominant use at 
a celebratory event may possibly induce one or two heart failures if not 
just simply frowned upon. Especially when worn by brides and bride's 
maids. A traditional Chinese wedding is one example that comes easily 
to mind in this regard. Red being the preferred colour based on tradi-
tional beliefs.

Although the above examples may be true at the time of writing this 
book, the reader is reminded to be wary of the dynamism of culture – 
what is, today, may not be so tomorrow, just as in the case of the swasti-
ka. We should always keep checking our references and weighing them 
against contemporary cultural practice and sentiment as well as general 
cultural trends. This will ensure consistency, accuracy and relevance in 
line with cultural evolution or development. These are some of the small, 
but, critical, seemingly unimportant details that may pass unnoticed to 
the untrained “eye”. Thereby resulting in the amateur designer or hobby-
ist either missing opportunities of inclusion which would strengthen a 
message or making errors of inclusion, which result in unintended mean-
ing and consequence or simply, weakened messages being sent. Some-
times a miscalculated visual may backfire with mortally violent effects, 
as observed in the communication of some religious information. Just 
to illustrate the depths of human emotion that can be stirred by appar-
ently simple graphics, here's an example: In January of 2015, in arguably 
the most enlightened century yet known to man, all the gates of Hades 
unexpectedly ripped open to claim without mercy, the lives of twelve 
unsuspecting people from the offices of a French publication (Charlie 
Hebdo) after the paper had published designs (graphics) which evoked 
a very dark and most horrible backlash from a religious group. To the 
publishers, this was just journalism as usual which did not warrant any 
such reaction in a progressive society. To the attackers, the meaning of 
the whole creative exercise was obviously violently opposed to the other. 



THE NATURE OF GRAPHIC COMMUNICATION

72 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

Although the majority of graphic designers and artists, especially in ad-
vertising and other forms of commercial graphic design jobs, live com-
fortably without any fear of suffering a similar fate, the same cannot be 
said for the brands they work on. The brands they work on can be easily 
destroyed through careless and insensitive “creative” work. In a highly 
competitive standardised industrial environment where graphic design 
often provides the only compelling differentiator between directly com-
peting products, carelessness or lack of attention to detail can be unfor-
givingly catastrophic.

Although meanings of symbols and colours may be influenced by di-
verse social and experiential backgrounds, graphic design’s raw power 
still stems from the fact that all humans have virtually identical, basic 
visual appreciation abilities as well as identical reactions to our general 
shared environment here on earth, giving us a broadly shared psychology. 
This is due to a common biological and physiological make-up.

Our day-to-day interactions and experiences with our environment 
greatly influence the perceived meanings of symbols, colours, textures 
and visual effects.

Because of this, a graphic designer must be keenly aware of his environ-
ment/ surroundings.  He must also have a great interest in people, the 
decoders of his messages and understand their basic psychology, their 
beliefs, superstitions, cultures and habits and so forth. The question of 
whether he agrees with them or not is neither here nor there, it is incon-
sequential. Having a sincere interest in people enables the designer to 
communicate effectively with each targeted audience.
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EXPERIENTIAL 
LIMITATION IN 
GRAPHIC DESIGN
There are many challenges faced by graphic designers and one of these 
challenges is overcoming the limitations set by their imperfect tools and 
media.

In the physical world of 2 dimensional paper and other flat surfaces; be 
they digital, analogue or other electronic and physical format; which are 
the most practical and media of choice for graphic designers, (at the time 
of writing this book), direct sensory perception is generally limited to 
the flat visual plane; the experience of width and length. These uninspir-
ing flat surfaces, physically, present a great limitation in the experiential 
depths to which the graphic designer can draw his audience as the flat 
dimensions preclude any practical use of some, if not most, communica-
tion elements that would tangibly engage the maximum range of human 
senses. A wider range of sensual engagement; were it possible to achieve 
it, would make the designer's job much easier and practically turn the 
graphic designer into a magician. I live by the belief that, anything is 
possible and therefore hope for new discoveries and technologies that 
will one day extend the "real" experiential range in the two dimensional 
surfaces, but, for now, we have to make do with the limitations. A more 
progressive mind might wish for a total revamp and replacement of the 
limiting media with something more technologically advanced and en-
gaging. 

Although their use is not yet widespread or wide ranging, experiments 
with scented inks, varnishes and paper are an attempt at battling these 
experiential limitations. And experiments have not been limited to the 
printed page alone. The efforts have been wide ranging; from the late 
1950s’ Hans Laube Smell-O-Vision to the 21st century experiments 
with digital scent technology. We are indeed experiencing an incredible 
creative revolution.

“ In 2005, Japanese researchers announced that they are working on a 3D 
television with touch and smell that would be commercially available on the 

8|
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“Reality” - of the conventional kind - 
doesn’t seem to be something the mind 
cares about very much (perhaps because 
the mind can make a reality of any-
thing that you can imagine). The mind 
will respond the same to the actual as 
it will to the suggested or imagined. 
The closer  the suggetsed is to reality, 
the more blured the lines between the 
two. The introduction of smell to tele-
vision will have a revolutionary effect.
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market by the year 2020.[11]

In June 2011, a press release from the University of California, San Die-
go Jacobs School of Engineering[12] announced a paper published in Ang-
ewandte Chemie[13] describing an optimization and miniaturization of a 
component that can select and release scents from 10,000 odors, that is intend-
ed to be part of a Digital scent solution for TVs and phones.

In March 2013, a group of Japanese researchers unveiled a prototype inven-
tion they dubbed a "smelling screen". The device combines a digital display with 
four small fans that direct an emitted odor to a specific spot on the screen.…” 
(Wikipedia.org)

To a creative, the advantage of adding aroma to an image of a juicy steak, 
or fragrance to a perfume advert, be it on the printed page or on a televi-
sion, computer or other device screen, should be obvious. 

The current two dimensional limitations are quite a challenge for the 
graphic designer, whose work must appeal to a much broader range of 
human senses than the actual physical properties found in the media of 
choice allow. In advertising design for example; a graphic designer may 
be required to, as accurately as possible, communicate the qualities of 
sweetness, freshness, hardness, softness, tenderness, heat, cold, warmth, 
love, heaviness, lightness (weight), happiness, sadness, liquidity, fluidity, 
solidity and so forth. These are obviously qualities which are present in 
neither dry inks nor paper (our print media of choice). And as you may 
have already noticed, some of these are intangible qualities, not present 
even in the brick and mortar world; a very daunting task indeed. Graphic 
design is never as simple as it appears at first sight...is it?

The Value Of The Examples
The world is filled with real life examples of how graphic design works 
and the many influences that affect it. The examples in this book are in-
tended to illustrate and help the reader appreciate the importance of, or 
the unseen dangers lurking in, this field. More significantly to commer-
cial enterprise, the intention is to use more believable real life examples, 
as well as examples from other “loosely related” studies to shed some 
light on how graphic design works and the critical importance of work-
ing with a professional graphic designer, who fully understands what he 
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is really commissioned to do and the potential power of his work when 
applied with a deliberate purpose and understanding. The biggest hope 
though, is that even to those who may fail to grasp some of the concepts 
put forward in these pages; there will at least be a sense of appreciation 
of the fact that there indeed is more to graphic design than just pretty 
pictures. Whether there is agreement that this something "more" is as 
laid out in this logical book or not, is neither here nor there. The fact that 
books can be written with logical and even scientific examples about 
what lies behind and forms the basic, solid foundation of graphic design, 
be it science, art, psychology or even simply an over active imagination, 
is enough testament that there must indeed be something there that 
cannot and must not be ignored and perhaps even deserving of further 
exploration.  Supplementing this reading with some human behaviour, 
psychology and general common sense books is greatly recommended. 
Not only will this show similarities between some of the ideas in this 
book and other views documented over the years, but, also that noth-
ing put forward in this book is new at all. This book merely shows how 
what has already been known for ages in various other fields of practice 
is being put to use for a specific commercial purpose through graphic 
design and how commerce is benefiting, even though  cloaked in layers 
of ignorance.}

here’s a pretty picture of barbie.... and even this 
is serving a greater purpose, beyond the looks.
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A POWERFUL 
IMAGINATION
The Cornerstone of Graphic Design. Our greatest strength; our great-
est weakness

Sometimes our greatest strength can be at the same time our greatest 
weakness.

Imagination is an ability that allows us to see things which we have never 
seen before and allows us to see them even at a time when they do not 
yet exist. To the human imagination nothing is impossible. It is a tireless 
and compliant servant which gives to a man whatever he will demand of 
it. From a creative perspective, imagining is a powerful exercise in gen-
erating small self-fulfilling prophecies; our minds see vividly, designs or 
things which are yet to be realised and propel us on the path to realising 
them.

In an attempt to overcome the very limiting aspects of uninspiring two 
dimensional spaces, the graphic designer leans heavily on the average 
human being’s ability to, not only imagine, but, to dream; the dreamer's 
ability to construct entire worldly scenarios and mix rich, colourful pal-
ettes in his head, even at the slightest suggestion. Contrary to the general 
understanding of the word “dream”, human beings dream not only while 
they sleep, but, even as they go about their daily chores, with eyes wide 
open. A perfect example of this might be, day dreaming and imagining. 
The average human being, whatever his nationality or other background, 
has the capacity to re-live his experiences and create new possibilities 
and associations in his mind (through Imagination and memory play-
back). Through the power of suggestion, a graphic designer can manip-
ulate this “weakness” to increase the potency of his graphics. And yes, I 
did mean weakness. It is a weakness in as far as graphic communication 
is concerned; from the receiving end of course. 

Even though in most cases this ability to imagine and dream may be 
celebrated as one of our greatest strengths; in interpreting graphic in-
formation it opens one up to manipulation and in being unwittingly 
manipulated one is therefore, weak.  

The human brain can be easily, psychologically manipulated or fooled 

9| 
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through simply triggering memories of past experiences and by influenc-
ing a combination of previously unrelated memories of past experience 
to form a new, albeit imagined experience. The ability to influence be-
haviour or gain control through manipulation of memory and psycho-
logical association was discovered decades ago by Russian physiologist 
Ivan Pavlov – 1927, in his basic conditioned response experiments with 
animals. Humans may not behave exactly in the same manner as the 
dogs in Pavlov’s experiments do, but, there is a strong similarity in the 
way that conditioning works in both species; a similarity which becomes 
very clear to the reader once one has managed to overcome the initial re-
vulsion or internal, proud resistance to being compared to lowly animals.

The following excerpt from the website About.Com, written by Kendra 
Cherry, may help with understanding of the concept: (Updated on February 14, 2022 

verywellmind.com)*

BEHAVIOURISM
“Behaviorism is a school of thought in psychology based on the assumption 
that learning occurs through interactions with the environment. Two other 
assumptions of this theory are that the environment shapes behavior and that 
taking internal mental states such as thoughts, feelings and emotions into con-
sideration is useless in explaining behavior.
One of the best-known aspects of behavioral learning theory is classical condi-
tioning. Discovered by Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov, classical condition-
ing is a learning process that occurs through associations between an environ-
mental stimulus and a naturally occurring stimulus.

It is important to note that classical conditioning involves placing a neutral 
signal before a naturally occurring reflex. In Pavlov's classic experiment with 
dogs, the neutral signal was the sound of a tone and the naturally occurring 
reflex was salivating in response to food. By associating the neutral stimulus 
with the environmental stimulus (the presentation of food), the sound of the 
tone alone could produce the salivation response.

In order to understand more about how classical conditioning works, it is im-
portant to be familiar with the basic principles of the process.

THE UNCONDITIONED STIMULUS
The unconditioned stimulus is one that unconditionally, naturally, and auto-
matically triggers a response. For example, when you smell one of your favorite 
foods, you may immediately feel very hungry. In this example, the smell of the 
food is the unconditioned stimulus.
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The Unconditioned Response
The unconditioned response is the unlearned response that occurs naturally in 
response to the unconditioned stimulus. In our example, the feeling of hunger 
in response to the smell of food is the unconditioned response.

THE CONDITIONED STIMULUS
The conditioned stimulus is a previously neutral stimulus that, after becom-
ing associated with the unconditioned stimulus, eventually comes to trigger a 
conditioned response. In our earlier example, suppose that when you smelled 
your favorite food, you also heard the sound of a whistle. While the whistle is 
unrelated to the smell of the food, if the sound of the whistle was paired mul-
tiple times with the smell, the sound would eventually trigger the conditioned 
response. In this case, the sound of the whistle is the conditioned stimulus.”

Of course no one – in normal day to day existence - is ever locked up in a 
laboratory where they are trained or conditioned to respond to the world 
in any particular way. Our conditioning and training happens naturally 
through experience, from the moment we are born, through our natural 
interactions with our environment. In our day to day lives, we are con-
stantly going through conditioning processes which keep us in sync with 
cultural, social and technological dynamics.

The Conditioned Response
“The conditioned response is the learned response to the previously neutral 
stimulus. In our example, the conditioned response would be feeling hungry 
when you heard the sound of the whistle.”

Imagination takes place on two levels, the conscious mind and the sub-
conscious mind. Conditioned involuntary responses are a result of men-
tal imaginings in the subconscious mind which lead to physiological 
manifestations similar to those caused by the actual tangible equivalents 
of the imagined thing. And because we are not conscious of these imag-
inings, we often believe that we automatically respond to stimuli without 
even thinking or imagining. This is not true. One hears a whistle and 
instantly, albeit subconsciously, imagines a plate of their favorite food 
being set in front of them leading them to feel hungry and making them 
salivate. The human brain often responds to input from the “real and im-
aginary worlds” in a similar manner as long as the mental input is strong 
and believable enough - Ref Condition response.
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A Simple Exercise To 
Illustrate The Power Of Imagination
One of the reasons we use exercises is that, not only can exercises be fun, 
leading to stronger engagement, but, that they can also help clarify and 
lend a sense of practicality to, seemingly outlandish ideas and claims. It's 
as close as we will get to empirical evidence while reading a book. After 
reading the following paragraph, if you can spare the time, put the book 
down and do the simple exercise.

DO THIS EXERCISE
Focus on the sounds around you and listen carefully to every sound. 
Write down the ones that you can immediately recognise. Are you able 
to identify the different sounds and noises? When identifying the vari-
ous sounds and noises, note the following: do you or do you not, simul-
taneously generate a mental image of the sound source as well? 

Most people simultaneously generate very vivid mental images of unseen 
sources of familiar sounds. These images are based on nothing but pure 
assumptions drawn from experiences and memories of things that make 
similar sounds. Even without seeing the source, the mind is convinced 
of the presence of the object which is imagined to have made the sound. 
The same can be observed with fragrances and aromas.

The brain is very easily fooled and convinced, simply because contrary 
to common assumption, most often than not, it really does not “think”. 
Humans operate largely based on assumption. People who always com-
plain about their partners or spouses making too many assumptions and 
always rushing to baseless conclusions should perhaps consider more se-
riously that this is a natural human condition. They may find their part-
ners a little more tolerable then. 

In seeing a partially obscured, but, familiar image or object, most normal 
people construct and complete the rest of the image mentally. All we 
need is just the slightest hint and our brain does the rest, filling in all the 
necessary holes and gaps.

Think about this for a minute; we live in a "partial", overlapping, layered 
world in which nothing is ever revealed or observed in its entirety from 
any single point of observation. We see only snippets of the world at a 
time and then our brains fill in the missing pieces; giving us the illusion 
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of completeness. "Two wheeled, flat cars" zoom past us all the time and 
everywhere we look there are people seemingly standing on one leg or 
looking at the world with incomplete faces; yet, not for a second do we 
ever stop and think of this as strange or of the people as being disabled 
in any way. Our brains fill in the blanks, completing the picture in order 
to make sense of the fragments. The brain ASSUMES that all the ob-
scured missing bits are still in their proper place, even though there may 
be absolutely no evidence of that at the point of observation. 

Animation artists may find it easier to grasp this reality because their 
work is based on broken image sequences (frames) which when played 
back in rapid succession; produce the illusion of continuous action. This 
is of course not quite the same as observing a stationery, partly obscured 
object because this is more of a time based illusion, taking advantage of 
the human brain's inability to keep up with the rapid succession of im-
ages, but, it is a good example of how the brain does not always need to 
see everything for it to make “sense” of the world around it.  

A considerable number of graphic designers, if not most, battle with the 
scepticism with which a designer’s work and understanding are often 
reluctantly accepted. The scepticism grows even stronger when designers 
deviate from what is generally considered their area of expertise as in this 
section of the book. This being a design book by a designer, the following 
reference has therefore been supplied to make this section a little more 
palatable - “What our eyes can't see, the brain fills in. April 4, 2011, 
University of Glasgow” medicalexpress.com. I recommend that you visit 
this web page before proceeding.

What would you do if you looked out the window and saw a bodiless 
head floating across your front lawn? Personally, I think I would just 
freak out; I would be so scared that I would be lucky to keep my heart 
in my chest. But, we see this kind of thing every day and we don’t think 
anything of it. Why? Because usually the heads are floating above secu-
rity walls or some other form of barrier. Our minds rationalise that the 
barrier or wall must be obscuring the rest of the body. If the head is float-
ing quietly and smoothly, we assume that the obscured body must be on 
a bicycle or some wheeled contraption. And if there’s an accompanying 
sound of a truck, we assume that the head must belong to a body which 
is in the back of a truck, even though we have no visual evidence of the 
truck itself or the body.

Movie makers have made “tonnes and tonnes” of money exploiting this 
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human “weakness” for years. Those who work in the film or video indus-
try know that a movie is only ever completed partially on film, with the 
most critical parts of most complex action scenes or sequences only ever 
taking place in the audience's mind. 

DO THIS EXERCISE
You can investigate and observe the claims made in the paragraphs above 
for yourself by simply taking your favourite action movie and sitting 
yourself down with a remote control device and playing back the action 
sequences slowly. You may notice if you look carefully that the critical 
parts of some action movies are not shown, this is because they don’t 
happen anywhere else except in your head, All you are shown are hints 
on either side of the critical point; the before and the after. Computer 
generated 3D animation is now filling in some of the gaps and making 
action and horror scenes even more believable and complete, but, one 
thing that remains the same is that the critical bits are only mentally real. 
We watch hundreds of movies, with the truth staring us in the face, but, 
the human brain is none the wiser.

 A competent graphic designer – although often working with still imag-
es - should also be able to use this human “weakness” to his advantage, in 
order to create the illusion of an actual tangible-world experience.

We look with our eyes and see with our brains - which do not always 
require the presentation of comprehensive facts before going into action 
or reaching conclusions.

Perhaps the reason for this human glitch is that whether we are dealing 
with tangible worldly objects, images and action on a television screen, or 
even just imagining and dreaming, the brain only ever physically experi-
ences one type of activity in this regard and sees only one type of image 
- and that is - the interpretation of an electrical signal, which seldom 
presents complete sequences or constructions. No matter the source, the 
end result is the same – an electrical signal.

When well understood, this human weakness can be used to effectively 
counter, to a valuable degree, the limitations of the two dimensional en-
vironments of flat surface media, thus enriching the graphic experience.
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THE GRAPHIC 
DESIGNERS’ JOB
There are many varied jobs which graphic designers fervently and also 
quite often reluctantly do, the majority of them being neither exciting 
nor boring, but, are just jobs that simply need to be done. By far the most 
exhilarating are the jobs which challenge the designer to place markings 
on a piece of paper or Some other markable surface – be it digital or 
physical - with a more directed and deliberate purpose; markings which 
act as little keys for unlocking memory "cells" of the subconscious mind. 
In a well-designed professional visual, these little keys follow a well-de-
fined path, so that when used in sequence, they unlock the memory cells 
in a way that deliberately tells a clear story or creates a very vivid impres-
sion or believable suggestion.

In the case of our earlier, tins of beans and boxes in a supermarket ex-
ample, the designer's first task after drawing attention to the tins is to 
suggest that the tins contain beans. But one could argue that you don’t 
really need a whole professional designer to do that, especially not one 
who comes with an expensive price tag attached to his pencil. One could 
argue that all you need is a clear picture of beans. Well, do you agree? 
There could very well be some truth in that argument, Except that this 
thinking takes us back to the mistaken belief that graphic design is an 
exercise in generating pretty pictures and as such, is purely and simply 
decorative and informative in nature. This may have been true at some 
point in history, but as commercial competition has increased and the 
consumer become more and more educated and discerning, graphic de-
sign has become more and more sophisticated to virtually become an 
exercise in psychology. Good, Professional Graphic Design no longer 
just shows illustrative representations of the contents of a can or box. It 
is critical nowadays for a visual to delve well beyond the basic image and 
tell a glowing story of the contents’ freshness, taste, class, quality etc. and 
even tug at the ego of the potential consumer by making very personal 
suggestions and promises. In the absence of graphic design, one would 
need a couple of paragraphs to tell this story. Graphic design allows us to 
compress the whole story into just a few well encoded and much more 
easily accessible visual elements.

Sticking to our tin can example, without a designer, one might dress up 
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their can of beans in an appropriate image to illustrate the contents by 
simply sticking a picture of beans on the tin and writing “BEANS”. But, 
this, anybody can do; anybody, including the competition. So if this was 
all there was to it, we would end up with a shelf full of tins covered in 
pictures of beans accompanied by, perhaps, a basic textual description 
of the same and find ourselves back at square one – which is; practi-
cally zero differentiation - with no real, convincing differences to in-
fluence the consumer. However, by this basic labelling suppliers would 
have managed to solve the basic problems of identification since we now 
have a label with not only a representational image of contents, but, most 
likely a manufacturers name somewhere as well. This development would 
have at least managed to isolate the beans from all the other cans and 
narrowed our search challenge to just the beans section. But, because the 
predominant visual element is of a simple picture of beans, which more 
likely than not is very similar to every other can ( since we have not yet 
engaged a professional designer), one may still have to lift every can on 
the shelf to find the exact one they are looking for. The more patient of 
shoppers may be willing participants in this very inefficient exercise.

In the event that a can is somehow easy to find in such a situation and 
the consumers can easily identify their desired one, due to the fact that 
by some stroke of luck, it just happens to standout more than the others, 
this would present a major head ache for the competition who would 
now have to find ways of getting theirs to also stand out and convince the 
consumers that their products are just as good, if not better and ought to 
be tried too. Before carrying on with this illustration, let's be reminded  
that our example assumes a standardised environment, where the com-
peting products are more or less identical and in some cases the product 
may actually be from the same source and repackaged by different re-
sellers.-

Carrying on with our tin can example, the competition, in the hope of 
gaining some advantage, would now be at a stage where they require the 
services of that someone who not only can stick a picture on a can, but 
someone who can place a visual with a much greater purpose; an image 
that tells of more than just the type of contents; an image that firstly will 
stand out above the rest and draw in the potential customer; an image 
that will sell a story of delicious, juicy, fresh, quality contents, meticu-
lously graded; a well designed graphic. One that will say, I was placed 
here just for you and get picked off the shelf. A design that will say please 
take me home and enjoy what other lovers of fine things are enjoying all 
over the world.
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But, isn’t it rather a little too far fetched to suggest that a mere artist with 
a brush or computer and possibly sweaty palms on a greasy mouse could 
possibly have so much control over an educated/ enlightened discerning 
consumer? Surely, consumers now know and understand that some if 
not most products are essentially the same and that the labels pasted 
on them are technically no more than just ink and paper which have no 
bearing on the actual content of the can.

True, the 21st century consumer is much more educated and highly dis-
cerning. However, a brief study will show you that even the most educat-
ed of us are still open to influence. Every single day, billions of dollars are 
spent on irrational buying decisions. In November 2015 a Chinese on-
line store, Alibaba.com sold over $14billion worth of nonessential goods 
in just 24hours after much hype and publicity of the sale “event”. While 
this success may not be directly attributed to graphic design, it is a good 
indication of human susceptibility to influence and/or a severe propen-
sity for making irrational decisions, if not, then it may be very difficult 
to pin down a good example. It would be a safe bet, I am sure, to assume 
that had this Alibaba sale not taken place, the lives of all those who 
participated would have gone on as normal, without any resultant hitch. 
Yet they rushed, spurred on by impulse, by an irresistible urge, as though 
rushing to buy the last remaining tickets for seats on the last spaceship 
off the planet, moments before the much feared apocalypse. 
 
This kind of behaviour is only possible because no matter how educated 
we become, human beings still remain human beings; still more emo-
tional than logical and will forever be so or 'till the end of time. People 
are perhaps even more so now than ever before at any other time in 
history.

The importance or significance of graphic design may still be very diffi-
cult to grasp or comprehend for some, even after so many lines of read-
ing, due to pre-existing conditioning and biases which are perhaps per-
petuated by education systems. So, at this point it may be a good idea to 
flip the coin and look at the issue from a slightly different perspective. 
A perspective of someone whom every executive worships or at least 
should worship. And no, I am not about to go into a religious sermon 
or start talking to you about your country's president or the pope if you 
happen to be Catholic etc. etc. I am talking about the one for whom 
every business exists. Let us look at things from the perspective of the 
consumer for a couple of lines; not the designer.
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When faced with numerous, virtually identical goods  the consumer has 
one critical need. It is a very simple need, not a desire to see the pro-
duction blueprints, chemical composition charts or any other technical 
information that may give one product an advantage over another. All 
the consumer really wants and will always look for is some kind of very 
simple justification for making a choice, just that little difference. It mat-
ters not that the products are in fact identical outside of packaging and 
labelling. If you've ever bought fruit or vegetables from a farmers' market, 
you'll understand. We should perhaps not talk about the importance of 
design, but rather, the importance of the customer’s need to find a com-
pelling, simple to understand justification for their selection in a market 
full of standardised goods; the customer's desperate need of that illusion 
of choice; the need to exercise his free will. Of course this line of thought 
will inevitably take us full circle back to the graphic designer who is the 
custodian of the "magical" powers of creating this illusion of variety, the 
illusion of a difference, the illusion of choice.

So far we have talked about a number of things including, how to a large 
extent, a designer’s job is about influencing people by psychologically 
manipulating their memories and taking advantage of conditioned asso-
ciations; the following section takes a closer look at how and why all of 
that is possible.

...
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THE HUMAN  
EXPERIENCE
Human life is about experience. No matter how we might theorise, life 
remains a practical exercise. Right from the moment we are born, we 
begin to interact with our world in a number of ways; touching, seeing, 
feeling, smelling, hearing. We are in constant communication with our 
environment; acting on it and it acting on us in turn. In fact, we do not 
theorise much about life at all until many years later when as curious 
young beings we start asking the questions – why and how; and asking 
them with a greater degree of seriousness. We learn about the rewards 
and consequences of actions, the results of various other interactions and 
we also observe causes and effects. We observe various other natural, au-
ral, visual and physical occurrences, as well as observing how and when 
they occur; both in temporal and causative scenarios. We call this, expe-
rience; the best teacher of unambiguous “truth” and “fact” ever known to 
man. To be truly known, everything must be experienced. Perhaps this 
is why in the world of those who live by the sword or those who live by 
the peaks and valleys of their knuckles, it has been said that "you never 
truly know a man until you have fought him". Fighting may be a very 
riveting way of gaining experience of someone. Every single experience 
we have is recorded in the brain and at some later date we may find our-
selves playing back these mental recordings - reminiscing and imagining. 
This playing back of memories and imagining of things is in itself a real 
experience, an experience of a memory of an experience.

Virtual Experiences
Understanding Virtual experiences – the parallel world.
When it comes to dealing with experiences, people often divide them 
into two categories. We have what is believed to be real experiences 
which are experiences of mostly the tangible world which engage our 
five senses; the things we can touch, see, feel, smell and hear. And then 
we have what is said to be not real; hallucinations being one such experi-
ence. While the physiology of the hallucination itself maybe said to be a 
very real phenomenon, the elements which make up the imagined things 
are said to be “not real”. This could be compared to what is referred to in 
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the gaming world as Virtual reality or to augmented reality. Tradition-
ally weed did the trick, now we manufacture an package more purpose-
ful hallucinations - there could be an idea there for weed substitution.. 
Virtual in the sense that while the things we experience are not “real”, 
we still react to them as though they are “real”, therefore they virtually/
effectively are real.

Virtual vs Actual 
****In this section we look at the relationship between the actual and 
virtual.

– It could be said that your image in a mirror is a virtual you, because 
there really isn't anything in the mirror, just in your head.

Virtual experiences mostly manifest in an individual’s mind. They could 
be combinations of memories, the observed and entirely new mental cre-
ations, resulting in a composition that does not quite exist in the "real" 
world as mentally composed.

Virtual experiences may be very vivid memories, original visualisations 
(Imagination), thoughts or dreams.

One of our greatest abilities as human beings is the ability to create en-
tire scenes in exquisite detail; colour, texture, sound etc. all in the absolute 
privacy of our creative minds.
The very act of thinking is a virtual experience.

Virtual and Actual worlds are sometimes erroneously referred to as real 
and non-real/imaginary worlds. This is wrong because they are both very 
real, just in different dimensions. My thoughts are just as real as the 
things which I think about. In the Christian bible, adultery is treated 
with the same disdain whether it be physical or just a lustful thought. 
ST Matthew 5:28”…But I say unto you, that whosoever looketh on a 
woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his 
heart.”
 

Associative virtual experiences
Associative virtual experiences  are perceived (mental) qualities of a 
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viewed image or observed thing of which we have no current physical 
experience, referenced to a previous experience of the actual object/scene 
or one very similar to it(Association). In a movie scene, an actor might 
take a real sword and go through his motions making sure the audi-
ence sees the solidity and sharpness of it. The actor will handle the real 
sword in such a manner as to cause it to produce the customary sounds 
associated with a sword. Or sound effects may be added to reinforce the 
impression of a real solid sword. This primes your mind for the following 
scene where even a rubber sword may be used to strike an opponent. 
Because the rubber sword will have been fashioned to look identical to 
the real one,  your brain associates the qualities of the real sword with the 
rubber sword thus fooling your brain, leading to a very believable virtual 
experience.

The imprinting of the so called “real world” qualities onto the virtual 
world experiences is not just limited to three dimensional solid objects.

Consider the following examples

THE TEMPERATURE OF COLOUR
In colour theory, it is generally agreed that we have psychologically warm 
and cool colours (colour temperature).

These perceived colour temperatures have come about as a result of our 
real world experiences of the temperatures of natural or manmade ob-
jects and elements which exhibit corresponding colours in their natural 
or excited state.

For example, we know that fire is HOT. And we know that Red, Orange 
and yellow are the predominant colours found in fire. We also know 
these to be the colours of the sun and any object heated until it is “Red-
hot” or catches fire.

So when it comes to depicting temperature (as In the case of heat), these 
become our obvious reference points. Therefore when we want to depict 
heat, our communication will be more successful when we use colours 
similar to those experienced in real world hot objects and environments.

So, a visually (virtually) warm environment would consist of various 
shades of the colours associated with heat.
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warm

cold
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Color Psychology poster by
Girts Avotins | graf1x.com
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WARM COLOURS
Walking into a room decorated in bright reds, oranges and yellows, will 
more likely than not, trigger memories (feelings) of environments, scenes 
and objects with similar colours, e.g. a warm or hot summer, autumn day 
or nice warm fireplace; thus creating the virtual impression of a warm 
room.
So in winter it might be a good idea to decorate your home or office in 
summer colours to assist the heater in raising the temperature of the 
rooms. I have experienced many power outages in my life and I can tell 
you that the most depressing have been the ones that occur in winter. As 
soon as the power goes out, there seems to be an instantaneous corre-
sponding drop in temperature. And no, this is not due to a sudden loss 
of central heating, because, I have none. That sudden, gloomy moment 
of quiet stillness and dim lifelessness as the lights go out, seems to drain 
all the energy out of the room; until the solar backup lamps come on. 
Of course on the thermometers nothing would have changed, just in my 
mind.

In summer, when days are a little too warm, it might be an idea to deco-
rate interiors in winter colours to psychologically lower the temperature 
of the rooms.

This is not to say that you would all of a sudden start having very vivid 
day dreams of summer or winter days - although you might, depending 
on how idle your mind is at the time or other extracurricular habits you 
might indulge in. These visual cues generally work very subtly on a sub-
liminal level and often pass without conscious acknowledgement. 
 
COLD COLOURS
Cold colours are similarly linked to our experiences with cold materials 
/ objects and environments.
Some obvious examples would be: Ice, water, cold steel, cold winter skies 
and so forth.

Basically, warm colours lean towards the red end of the colour spectrum 
(Red Hot) and cold colours lean towards the blue and steel grey end of 
the colour spectrum (note the expressions: Cool Blue and Cold as Steel) 

SUGGESTION - EXERCISE
An interesting exercise might be to carry a small note book with you 
wherever you go, be it on holiday or just out to lunch and note down 
the various colours, shapes and textures etc. of the various objects and 
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environments you encounter in your daily life and then compare their 
variations in relation to their general or major natural characteristics.

SHAPE (AND TEXTURE)
Shapes also have certain associative qualities;
For example: we know that all prickly objects are generally triangular /
pyramidal / conical in shape or simply have finely tapered rigid ends. 
They have very sharp pointed tips. And abrasive objects have rough, of-
ten irregular shapes and textures. 

We know that soft, creamy, smooth and gentle objects and materials 
have gently flowing or fluffy “shapes” and textures; for example: Cotton, 
milk, cream, smoke, water and so forth.

So, when we are presented with a picture of a shape or texture, it triggers 
memories of previous experiences of objects and shapes with visually 
similar surfaces, therefore, influencing our perception and assumptions 
about what we will be seeing.
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EXAMPLE
If I were to show you a picture of a chair, covered in what appeared to be 
spiky, needle sharp protrusions, what assumptions do you imagine you 
would make regarding that chair? (See image below). 

Let’s suppose your “assumptions” are correct and the illustration is in-
deed of a chair covered in, solid, sharp, needle pointed protrusions. Now 
take it one step further and imagine yourself accidentally, or foolishly, 
sitting in that chair with your full body weight.  Can you imagine the 
pain, the shock and your reaction? 

If you successfully imagined the above scenario, you have just had a vir-
tual experience. None of what was described above has actually taken 
place in the “real” world, but, working with your previous experiences of 
chairs and sharp objects, your brain has managed to create a very vivid 
scene of an event that has not actually taken place. 

Using a picture, we have presented a suggestion to your mind that has set 
in motion a series of assumptions leading to the creation of an entirely 
imagined scenario, complete with apparent emotion and or sensation.

Had the shape of the protrusions been different, do you imagine that 
your imagined scenario, reactions and assumptions would have been the 
same? Don’t be surprised if one day you find yourself dreaming about 
this prickly experience or find yourself just playing back the memory in 
your head, because “real” or not, this is now part of your memory; part of 
your mental collection of experiences.

Violent, action, romantic movies and thrillers have perfected this art of 
mind mining, with extractions ranging from the very delicate and ro-
mantic to the spine chilling, mind numbing and extremely violent. As a 
young man I never could quite understand why girls cried while watch-
ing romantic movies that were so obviously based on fictitious stories 
and characters. Examples of virtual experiences with “real” physiological 
manifestations are all around us; we often just don't pay enough atten-
tion to what's going on.

EXERCISE
Find a piece of paper and a marking device of some sort and make mark-
ings or draw shapes and lines that suggest softness, hardness and sharp-
ness. What references for these come to mind for this exercise?
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As stated earlier on, our brain works by making constant references to 
our earlier experiences. Oftentimes the reference time is so quick we are 
not even conscious of this reference process. Without reference points 
it would be near impossible, if not impossible, to function in this world. 
This could be why even psychologists always ask all sorts of questions 
about your past before they can proceed with diagnosis and treatment. 
In a way this could also explain the world’s general fascination with his-
tory. To improve on something or move forward, one needs some form 
of reference point. That seems to be the nature of things.

This is why it is crucial for a designer to thoroughly understand his en-
vironment, its history and culture.

Life is but an accumulation of experiences on which we build and im-
prove by amendment, revision or leverage. Without previous experience 
we have no knowledge or wisdom in the present. We are just as little 
babies. The nineteenth floor of a high rise building is held in place by 
the bricks laid down and gradually accumulated in earlier days, without 
which it would never be or with whose removal it would come crashing 
down to the ground; so too is it with our lives. So much in the present 
depends on our collection or accumulation of experiences as we grew 
and developed.
 
What we have witnessed with shape, also applies to aromas, textures and 
fragrances.

The more accurately we can link a message to an audience’s past expe-
riences, the more successfully that message can be decoded leading to 
effectiveness.
 
When you (repeatedly) see a shape, a colour, a texture or even an object 
depicted on a piece of paper or you catch a wisp of fragrance, aroma or 
smell and each time this happens it triggers in your mind a memory of 
an earlier experience, that remembered experience ultimately becomes  
psychologically linked to (associated with) the thing that keeps trigger-
ing it. This trigger may be an advert of a brand of matches, ice cream, 
chocolate, beer, car, bank or packaging for some other desirable brand 
of goods and so forth. The qualities of the triggered virtual experience 
are subsequently, by means of repeated exposure, mentally transferred to 
the subject of the trigger or the trigger itself by association, even though 
the actual trigger may be no more than just ink on paper in the physical 
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The beautiful finnishes of a build-
ing rest on old dirty chipped layers 
in the foundation, laid many 
months if not years earlier. Take 
away the foundation and all this 
will come crashing down. The pres-
ent cannot exist without the past, 
the two are intertwined.
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world. If the triggered memory is unpleasant, then, your reaction to the 
trigger is more likely than not to be equally negative, resulting in cam-
paign failure in the case of advertising campaigns or product failure in 
the case of product packaging. 

For example: In my part of the world, to keep costs at a minimum, many 
players in the bottled water market, package their water in readily avail-
able P.E.T. bottles produced using pre-existing moulds. While this may 
save on production costs in the short term, the down side is that the 
majority of these bottles would have originally been designed for a com-
pletely different product and because of prolonged market exposure, the 
market has come to identify or associate the bottles with that particu-
lar product for which the moulds and bottles were originally intended. 
Some of these water suppliers ill-advisedly bottle their water in bottles 
that were originally designed and are currently still being used for con-
taining cooking oil, while others make use of bottle designs that were 
originally designed and are still being used for bottling harmful industri-
al chemicals such as thinners and engine cleaner. This may seem like an 
exaggeration, but, at the time of writing, this author can provide samples 
or brand names on request.

After all that we have talked about so far in this book, the folly of pack-
aging water in a bottle design that has become synonymous with engine 
cleaner or thinners and trying to sell that water as a fresh, refreshing, 
natural and healthy product, may be fairly obvious, especially consider-
ing that thinners also looks like water. This similarity is likely to invoke 
a panic reaction in a parent who, upon seeing the bottle, imagines their 
child mistaking a thinners bottle for water. The fact that thinners has 
a very powerful smell and an unpalatable taste which would promptly 
inform the child of his mistake before swallowing, is neither a consola-
tion nor assurance of safety to the parent (potential customer). That the 
bottles are brand new when used matters not. It becomes even more of a 
problem for the supplying bottler when you also consider the more crea-
tive competition who are going out to pay for moulds that are specifically 
designed for their own brand of water and which have a look and feel 
which is completely opposite to that of the industrial chemical bottles; 
an appealing, fruity or icy looking bottle which is reminiscent of cool, 
fresh, refreshments and naturally pure, “good for your health” products.

And yes of course we will still have people who will say; "but the bottle 
is just a container what matters is the quality of our product, we are sup-
plying good clean natural spring water as opposed to the competition 
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Will leave you to ponder on these bottles 
and reach your own conclusions...
5 are drinking water; 3 oil; 2 spirit; 2 
battery water; 2 turpentine
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who are just purifying old tap water...etc." While this may be logical, the 
consumer neither has the time to investigate nor the strength of will to 
care for any evidence beyond what her conditioned response triggered by 
what she sees in front of her is telling her.

According to Men’s Health (South African Edition), article, 30 Nov. 
2007; “Why do I like the smell of markers and petrol?” In a study con-
ducted by Dr Alan Hirsch, director of the US’s Smell and Taste Treat-
ment and Research Foundation in Chicago and his colleagues, "(Amer-
ican) Men born between 1930 and 1979 were apt to associate the smell 
of markers, petrol, Vicks and Play – Doh with their youth. The olfactory 
nerves transport information directly from the nose to the limbic system 
– the part of the brain that processes emotions and stores memories.” 

The triggered memories are only mental experiences. They do not exist 
in the “actual” world at that particular point in time of actually sniffing 
or smelling the materials. They are virtual experiences which in turn in-
fluence actual emotional experiences. So from Dr Allen's study, we may 
safely conclude that, to a man who had a horrible childhood, the smell 
of chalk and petrol could trigger a deluge of cold sweat, major panic 
and anxiety attacks. On the other hand, to a man who had a blissful 
childhood, the effect would be quite the opposite; inducing relaxation, 
euphoria and confidence. Of course, the above is a smell-based study, 
but, images although said to not be as potent, work in a comparable way, 
with their potency perhaps possibly enhanced by their ability to trigger 
an imagined smell. 

An article from Michigan Ross, Ann Arbor may shed some light; https://mich-
iganross.umich.edu “Can you imagine a smell by looking at a picture? Prof. 
Aradhan Krishna’s research shows how you can “smellize.””
Looking at a picture of a hot chocolate chip cookie fresh from the oven, you can 
almost smell it.

According to new research from Michigan Ross Professor Aradhna Krishna, 
with that picture and some suggestions, it turns out you can — at least in 
your mind. And that imagined smell can trigger an increased desire for the 
food. The research has important implications for the multi-billion-dollar food 
advertising industry.”

In recent years, technology has made it possible for the designer to incor-
porate smells into his visual works, through the use of scented printing 
inks or scented paper. This has greatly extended the possible experiential 
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Smell is a very strong
 trigger of episodic memories.

Visuals also trigger memories 
but they are perhaps better 

at triggering sensory 
memorieas than 

episodic 
memories.
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range in graphic design.

From what we have covered in the preceding pages, we can safely con-
clude that the designer is thus a psychological manipulator; triggering 
memories and emotions at will, creating associations and influencing 
perception.
By triggering an audience’s memories the designer can cause his audi-
ence to virtually experience his designs. Not just see them for the sake of 
obtaining information and appreciating their visual aesthetics. 

So, if a designer knows your memories, he ought to be able to set up his 
designs in such a way as to trigger them each time you see one of his 
works, assuming of course that you are within the targeted audience. 
These memories and associated emotions would then involuntarily be 
linked to the design or perhaps more accurately its subject, causing you 
to virtually experience the design and form opinions about or react in 
other ways to its subject depending on the memories and emotions trig-
gered, whether positive or negative. This would set you up to unguard-
edly accept the message leading to the success of the design (Graphic 
design is a success only when the design achieves the intended goal, not when 
it is judged to be pretty).

This brings us to the question: What exactly is the designer’s playing 
field?

Is it the two dimensional space within the boundaries of a flat piece 
of paper and digital screen, or is it the boundless depths of the human 
psyche?

Other cues and influences
Besides smell, colour, basic shapes and texture, there are many other var-
ied influences and visual cues found in our constantly developing and 
ever changing environments.

One example of these other influences is an element which forms a big 
component of every graphic communicator’s arsenal: Type / Typeface.

TYPEFACES
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Apart from the actual words spelt out by a combination of letters, Type-
faces have very distinct characteristics -which could perhaps be the reason 
letters are sometimes referred to as characters. They can send a very distinct 
message which is independent of the actual words to which they belong. 
This is partly because typefaces are basically a series of shapes, which can 
be perceived as being heavy, light, slow, fast, fun, serious, hard, or soft and 
so forth. 

In addition to the above, they can also be viewed as being historical and 
cultural. For instance, in the early days of mechanical printing, you will find 
that the number of typefaces was very limited and their design strongly in-
fluenced by the technological limitations of the time. For people who lived 
in this era - if any are still living and reading - seeing articles “written” in 
similar typefaces could trigger certain periodic memories. This type of asso-
ciation is not linked directly to the qualities of the depicted object/typeface 
or even meaning of words, but, rather the association of a form or pattern 
with a particular point in history.

As the printing industry developed and more typefaces were developed 
(thankfully) certain typefaces became popular for certain types of jobs for 
various reasons. For example; Official documents, Public announcements 
and Posters. 

Early writing instruments also left very distinctive marks. So when design-
ing a document with a period feel, it becomes important for the designer to 
be sensitive to these factors. Of course this type of association works only 
when designing for a society that has a strong printing and writing history. 
For one that has none or a weak history, some of the type associations are 
of little use.

designers are required to understand his society, its history, its influences, 
habits, beliefs and superstitions - to be very observant and curious about 
everything.

Kids Unsure Casual  
Formal BOLD Stylish
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EXERCISE
Study the fonts above and try to think of or justify why they could have 
been chosen to represent each particular word. Could it be that there’s 
some kind of relationship between the meanings of the words and the 
font styles? Do you agree with their use? If yes why? If no, why not and 

here is an example found on reddit.com; Posted by u/hopefulpenguin
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what would you use instead?

BACK AT THE 
MARKET PLACE
Having been showered with a little bit of light from the preceding pages, our 
products should be a little more distinguished and illuminated from a better 
informed position now.

So, let us cast our minds back to the brightly lit shop shelves where the 
once plain and near identical tin cans and packages are now a little more 
purposefully “branded” - like farmer Joe’s cattle down at the farm. From a 
basic, visual, graphic design perspective the term branding means exactly 
the same as it does to farmer Joe; a simple means of telling apart that 
which is his from that which is not; but, as the world has gotten more 
complex and the need for distinction become that much greater, the term 
brand(ing) although also retaining its original meaning, has come to de-
fine something a little more complex. 

The term now represents something, not just visual, but, embodying all 
the qualities mentioned in the following paragraphs and more; a subject 
for a different book perhaps, but, some of whose most powerful aspects 
are still best communicated through the graphic designer’s works.

So, here we are, back at the market place; this time accompanied by 
graphic designers who are armed to the teeth with all the mind-bending 
powers and skills that we have just been reading about. Thanks to the 
graphic designers' magic wand, our can of beans is now no longer just 
another can of beans. It is now a juicy, delicious, sweet, nutritious, tasty, 
natural, fresh, quality, classy and perhaps even sexy product with a name 
and even a surname, like Cashel Valley. As I said earlier, it now has a 
very distinct personality. It is now irresistibly attractive and effortlessly 
distinguishable from the competition.

Potential consumers are now enticed by the delicious looking can whose 
design awakens memories so tantalising that their mouths water as they 
make their way through the brightly lit and crowded aisles, and… 

At the end of it all, it is no longer the actual quality or taste of the 
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contents of our brand of can of beans, but, some "OTHER" perceived, 
dreamland quality associated with our brand of beans that gets picked 
off the shelf. Keeping in mind that we are in a standardised environment, 
that "OTHER" dreamland quality can only be a perception. A percep-
tion strongly influenced by the graphic designer’s art. 

A well-executed design tugs at a customer’s memories and emotions 
with the unseen hand of the designer gently pulling the strings like a 
“Puppet master”; a hand In control of the reigns like a champion jockey, 
coaxing and riding the consumer.

So; what do you see on these shelves. Some 
people see a variety of biscuits; Crackers being 
perhaps the most recognizable brand for 
some. But do you see the paper with images 
of biscuits presented in lovely designs? There 
are no actual biscuits at all in sight are there? 
Often when you open the pack the  biscuits 
are broken up and not as attractive, hence the 
opaque bags and boxes. And you cannot tell 
the contents apart just from looking at them, 
apart from the pinhole patens - where they 
vary (do you see it? Yes, Design again)
Notice the Identical pricing between the di-
rectly competing Crackers and the Vitasnella?
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Logically speaking, 
we know these are 
just red beans with 
basically the same 
DNA and nutri-
tional value; possibly 
even from the same 
farm, but, your mind 
will not be having 
any of that. Your 
mind needs to make 
a decision and guess 
what that decision 
will be based on....
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...

THE DISCIPLINE OF 
GRAPHIC DESIGN
I believe that Graphic Design falls within the field of applied “social sci-
ence” in that it takes advantage of human psychology and behaviour and 
manipulates as well as benefits from, certain natural, psychological and 
cultural predispositions of human beings. This is of course not to say that 
graphic designers are psychologists. No. At least not all of them; there's 
always that special exception. However, trained and/or experienced, 
qualified graphic designers, know more about the general psychology 
basics of human beings (in relation to graphics) and how to exploit them 
than do the untrained and inexperienced, who approach the subject 
from a purely aesthetic perspective. The interesting thing though is that 
even when approaching the subject from a purely aesthetic perspective, 
one would still need to have an appreciation of basic human psychology 
in design. This is because the elements used to construct the aesthetics 
would still have varying degrees of psychological impact, which would 
inevitably end up influencing one’s appreciation of the overall aesthetics. 
This impact would influence general perception and message reception. 
For the designer it is always best that this psychological impact be defi-
nitely deliberate and controlled.

We are not talking here of white lab coat and thick rimmed spectacle 
psychology, although it is recommended to read a book or two on the 
subject.

Because of the nature of their work, many designers have studied a little 
psychology to some degree without even knowing or thinking it, simply 
because in graphic design practice, psychology is seldom if ever deliber-
ately labelled as such and is often encountered under the general label of 
“The Graphic Design Process”. 

To aid in the appreciation of graphic design complexities, it is worth 
noting that nothing (not even a little spec) in good and proper graphic 
design, is ever placed anywhere in the design space without a well con-
sidered, practical justification or by accident, not even in a serendipitous 
situation (and this is not a contradiction by the way, but, let us not get 
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into that one lest we digress – just something for you to think about).

The above is why it is always such a danger for any client to simply com-
mand a commissioned graphic designer to, “please change that colour or 
change that image, move this and move that element”, without full con-
sideration or comprehension of why the element had been placed where 
it had been in the first place. Understandably though, clients do have 
their own peculiar preferences and being the ones footing the bill, the 
temptation is ever so great for them to always act the boss and get their 
way no matter what. But, unfortunately, clients are seldom the target 
market or intended audience of any work that is created on their behalf, 
so their personal preferences no matter how deeply held, seldom repre-
sent the views of the target market and in the end their subjective prefer-
ences, if unchecked, usually and quite ironically do more harm than good 
to their brand. Egos can be like the big, red, self-destruct buttons we see 
on alien ships in cartoons and sci-fi movies.

As with any condition requiring specialist attention, there is always grave 
danger in self-diagnosis.

There is still quite a bit of educating that needs to be done to get the 
message through from the creative world to the rest of most of the com-
mercial world, that Graphic Design is not just about the images and 
words that one sees on paper or screen; it is to a larger extent, about the 
imperceptibly subtle and even violent, invisible forces which use visuals 
as a smoke screen as they go about having their way with an audience’s 
mind.

Pity The Poor Consumer
As education has epidemically spread and people have become more 
discerning, there has proportionately developed an increased sense of 
general wisdom and cleverness amongst consumers, fuelling a danger-
ously greater and almost absolute denial of the power of external influ-
ences on consumer decision making. There seems to be a greater belief 
in people’s independence of thought. Of course there is definitely no 
doubting the confidence and incredible illumination that comes with 
a good education. Indeed there are many who claim this independence 
of thought and categorically state that every single decision they make 
is a self-determined, conscious one. While this may not be a lie, it quite 
often isn’t exactly true either. This is not to say that people are confused, 
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but, that they are simply not aware and this lack of awareness in itself is 
an indication of the power of good graphic design; you simply do not see 
it coming. Good graphic design never draws attention to itself, only to 
the message and the audience’s own memories and emotions. To see the 
power of graphic design at work, it is necessary for one to look beyond 
the words and images and focus their eyes squarely on the invisible and 
see the master’s hand “behind” the canvas.

Many people often think that they make entirely independent choices 
unaffected by graphic design until they are asked to analyse some of the 
choices that they would have made over the years. Given that we are 
in an era of standardisation, it is not surprising then that many people 
have been shocked by the realisation that although there appeared to be 
a choice made; the choice is often not in the actual product, but rather, 
in its design or presentation since the actual substance of the “directly 
competing products” is identical.

On the other hand, there may still be some truth in saying that people 
still do make independent choices and the question then perhaps should 
be: choices of what? What is it that they choose? Since in a standardised 
environment, there is no real practical choice of substance between di-
rectly competing products – all products being essentially the same – the 
choice, whether it’s a conscious one or not, can therefore only be that of 
presentation or design. But, what of branding and brand names? Do they 
not play a role particularly with the brand conscious? Well, good brand-
ing which leads to the development of a strong brand includes graphic 
design as one of its components and the design is the component re-
sponsible for moving the brand off the shelf while the other components 
are responsible for such things as loyalty and intent. The brand name for 
established brands like Coca Cola (which is also part of the visual identi-
ty) is key, but, besides the fact that no brand is immune to new competi-
tion, it must always “look” authentic and pop out in a noisy market place. 
So, it would appear that there is really no getting away from the fact that 
the graphic designer leads the consumer by the nose after all or should 
we say, leads the consumer by the eye. 

Several experiments have shown that the human mind can easily be 
fooled into perceiving non-existent differences in otherwise identical 
products by simply varying their visual presentation. In order to keep 
this a light read these experiments will not be listed here. Thankfully 
though, we live in the Google / information age where any verification 
of this and other claims can easily be done by the reader online. Quick 
example: studies have indicated that the perception of sweetness may 
be influenced by brightness of colour. Take some time to reflect on this 
and try to list the colours which you imagine would appear sweeter; the 
dull or very bright ones? And can you think of any reasons or give any 
explanations why this might be so? 
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REST
RELAX
BREATH

Through the above exercise alone, we can immediately see that we have 
already dismantled the spurious notion of visual presentation being sim-
ply about optical aesthetics and differentiation or mere visual variety for 
the sake of variety. It now appears to be something a little more numi-
nous.

As we gain clarity as to what exactly we are dealing with, the idea of pro-
fessional graphic design being simply an exercise in the creation of pretty 
pictures and decorative art becomes a clear absurdity.
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The lemon slice on the rim of the 
glass containing the icy “green” 
drink may push the perception 
of that drink even further away 
from the perceived sweetness of 
the brighter orange / pitch drink.

The opaqueness of the pitch/
orange drink makes it appear 

thicker and richer...
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Look closely at the cut orange on the table 
and then shift your eyes to the glas; then 
look closely at the lemon slice on the rim.

Many people will experience an in-
creased flow of saliva as they focus their 
eyes on the lemon slice.

Obviously the more experience 
you have with lemons the 
stronger the reaction.
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COMPETITIVENESS
A lot has been said or claimed in this book about the importance of 
graphic design and how graphic designers can do this, that and the oth-
er; but, could it be that perhaps this book over exaggerates the impor-
tance of a small group of eccentric artists in a bid by the author to find 
some relevance in a rapidly changing world? After all there are many 
businesses and a host of products that seem to have done very well with-
out any interventions from this usually "overpriced" community of de-
sign professionals. 

Well, were it not for extensive experience and numerous examples of 
successes and failures as well as practical research examples on the ef-
fectiveness of visual cues in influencing the mind, this would be quite a 
staggering point or argument.

I remember in the winter of 2016; the beginning of the second week of 
July to be exact. I was driving to work with my elder sister, Gellie, when 
we made a quick stop at a convenience store. We had only stopped there 
for one reason and had it not been for that diversion, we would have 
proceeded straight through to the office, because that was the one and 
only plan of our short journey. We had only made this impromptu stop 
because I had suddenly realised that I was extremely thirsty and needed 
a drink. When I came back to the car after buying my soft drink; Yes, 
I know – I should have bought water if it’s thirst I wanted to quench, 
but…, anyway, after settling back in my seat, we couldn’t take off imme-
diately. We had to wait a few more minutes because my sister had now 
also been struck by a sudden craving; a craving for doughnuts. She had 
searched her handbag, her wallet, her glove compartment and literally 
almost every other place and crack that a coin could slip through to 
build up the required exchange amount. This was clearly an unplanned 
purchasing decision. When she returned to the car I quickly pointed out 
what I believed, then and still do, to be the reason she had suddenly felt 
this incredible urge to buy the doughnuts. After realising what I was 
saying and there being no other reasonable explanation, she was amazed 
at how easily influenced she could be. She was at that point, face to face 
with her decision making process and the power of graphics and graphic 
design.

You see, while I was in the convenience store buying my drink, a bak-
ers’ truck had pulled up and stopped directly in front of her so that the 
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only way she could avoid seeing it was to close her eyes. But, she had 
not taken any conscious notice of it. The truck was nicely branded with 
various types of confectionery and breads, But what stood out the most 
was a larger than life depiction of a fresh and delicious looking, “golden” 
fresh-cream doughnut. Until I pointed it out, she had not even given the 
truck or its branding any conscious thought. She had not even stopped 
to consider where this sudden urge could have come from; as for my soft 
drink? I don’t know. It was equally an impromptu decision. Perhaps we 
had passed a billboard, a truck or some other branded structure or vehicle 
which I had failed to register consciously.

It would however, be incorrect to categorically state that businesses or 
products cannot do reasonably well without graphic design in the form 
of advertising/promotional materials and packaging. Many have done 
reasonably well, but, in most if not all cases this success has been due 
to limited or lack of competition or limited supplies in large markets; 
either way, these are situations in which customers have little choice but 
to make do with whatever is readily available. In this case, the customer 
is indifferent. 

There's a saying that goes something like, "in the absence of true leader-
ship, any fool can lead". This is a point which has been proven time and 
time again in politics. So too it is with commercial competition. In the 
absence of quality competition, anything, any product, any brand will do. 

One illustration of how it is possible to succeed without competition 
and good design is of a girl walking into a party at which she is the only 
woman. All lustful eyes and attention would be on her as she would ob-
viously be the sexiest, and most, attractive woman in the place; that is, of 
course, until “Miss World” saunters in and gives her a little competition.

...
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But Just How Complex Is Graphic 
Communication And Design?

As is always the case with everything in life, nothing is ever complex 
when you know how. Only the degree of ignorance and the industry 
jargon surrounding a subject makes it appear more complex than it ac-
tually is. Simplicity of process, however, does not in any way suggest a 
diminished value of any end product or lend credence in any way to the 
exploitative tendencies of the majority of the business community, when 
it comes to dealing with artists and designers. 

A diamond can be easily dug up using the crudest of tools or even with 
none, however, the value and rarity of the diamond itself remains inde-
pendent of the tools or the methods used to dig it up. It is the diamond 
which is valuable, not the means by which it might be extracted from 
the ground. Similarly, it is the value of the creative concept and not that 
of the means of depicting and transmitting it which is most important. 
Therefore any simplicity in the processes leading to its realisation does 
not necessarily reflect the value of the creative work. In any case the pro-
cess gains its sparkle from the result.

Demystifying graphic communication/design and stripping it down to 
its essence, makes it very apparent that graphic design is something that 
anybody who is experienced at being a human being ought to be able to 
understand or even do.

Graphic Design is, at its most basic, simply, communication in written 
words and/or images; a visual language. We need to take care though and 
note that this is, as is written - “At its most basic”. Remember the psy-
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chological dimension and that other aspects from the previous pages of 
this book? This is where most inexperienced designers (and clients) fail. 
It is very easy at this “most basic” level of understanding to mistakenly 
take design to be just an exercise in ‘visual’ communication and believe 
that so long as the design is visible, legible and the subject known, the 
mission has been accomplished.

As you may recall, laid out on previous pages, there is another critical 
aspect to graphic communication which we must contend with. Many 
people, including most attempting to work with design ignore this. I like 
to call this aspect greality. It is that place between so called reality and 
that other place we are not quite sure how to deal with. The space we 
often occupy in our dream states or when we fantasise or are “high”. So 
called reality is easy to deal with because we can "see" and even touch the 
things it is composed of. However, the grey areas of the virtual dimension 
are a little more difficult to deal with as they are composed of intangibles. 
Their existence is very real, but, at the same time very illusively grey - not 
as obviously defined. These are the grealities of the creative world - the 
grey psychological workspace of graphic design.

Just as there is often a lot of meaning nested in-between the lines of text 
in many written works, there is also a lot of masked meaning (Grealities) 
in between or behind graphic elements. Failure to read between visual 
marks and images to see these grealities has been the cause of a lot of 
ineffectiveness and frustration amongst client and designer alike, in the 
creative services industry, especially with regard to graphic design and 
advertising.

It is this ignorance of greality which causes every person who can draw 
or paste together words and images to think that they are graphic de-
signers. This ignorance is what often blinds uninformed or misinformed 
clients to the folly of literally bullying graphic designers into doing their 
bidding, regardless of any deficiencies in rationale on the part of the 
client; believing that it is their role to instruct on what to do and how to 
do it, instead of allowing the graphic designer to be the specialist con-
sultant that he is or at least should be and allowing him or her enough 
room to play his role of prescribing solutions to graphic communication 
problems.

For as long as design is only judged by what people can visually and 
consciously see with their eyes, the so called reality, without an under-
standing of the deeper underlying forces which form greality and for as 
long as designers do not themselves articulate or pass on the basics of 
their understanding to their clients, the problems of lack of understand-
ing and appreciation of the graphic designer's role and importance in 
industry and commerce or even in general social and human progressive 
development will persist.

...
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The diamond may be dug up 
using crude tools, but, its value 
remains independent of the tools.

It is the diamond which carries 
the greater value, not the means 
by which it might be extracted 
from the ground. Similarly, it is 
the value of the creative concept 
and not that of the means of 
depicting and transmitting it 
which is most important.
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EXPLOITATION
EXPLOITATION
It is quite a struggle finding a genuinely positive use of the word “Ex-
ploitation”. In the mining industry, it has often been used to simply 
mean utilisation or taking advantage of one’s own natural resources and 
its application seems to work just fine there. However, when applied to 
intellectual resources you can be sure that there are at least one or two 
rights violations or some degree of unfairness involved; but then again, 
that is the nature of life isn’t it?; Simply devoid of fairness, if not inher-
ently oppressive. 

Generally, creatives, especially graphic designers, tend to moan and groan 
a lot about unjust treatment at the hands of an exploitative corporate 
world and other professionals. Although there may seem to be nothing 
terribly wrong with one complaining about any lack of fairness in any 
circumstance, the expectation of fairness in today’s cutthroat world, es-
pecially in the highly pressurised corporate world, may be nothing short 
of delusional. While the morality of it may be questionable, lack of fair-
ness seems to be a natural state of life and in the absence of a definite and 
committed, opposing will and force, the world will always gravitate to-
wards its natural state. The natural state in any competitive environment 
being of course, that of exploiting in one's favour, any available resources, 
be they geographical or intellectual. 

Where collective ignorance of proper conduct, morals or practice in any 
field persists, the natural tendency is for the more aggressive to impose 
their superior ignorance on the docile or passive and establish their 
skewed beliefs as the norm and standard. This is fertile breeding ground 
for lack of fairness and for exploitation.

Responsibility
We all wish for certain things in life; including ideal working conditions 
and professional success. Creatives are no different. However, the respon-
sibilities are seldom as appealing as the desires. It is a globally observed 
condition that creatives are generally a work-absorbed lot who prefer 
to speak and communicate their ideas through their creative work. This 
leaves the mundane chores of educating the market, setting operational 
parameters and creative rights protection inadequately attended to or 
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left to the administrative type people. Some of the better organised crea-
tives employ one kind of agent or another to do the work of safeguarding 
their interests. This can be a pricey arrangement which the majority of 
creatives can ill afford and therefore the majority find themselves a little 
more exposed to the treacheries and vagaries of a capitalist system.  
Fending off exploitation may require graphic designers, to take a more 
active role outside of their immediate work concerns. Professional re-
sponsibility, which is covered in more detail in the last chapter of this 
book, extends well beyond one's immediate concerns, either in practice 
or other needs. Designers may do well to maintain a broad view of re-
sponsible creative practice. It is as much about good ethics as it is about 
the responsibility of maintaining the highest technical standards, knowl-
edge expansion, preservation, and dissemination as well as education of 
the markets to ensure effectiveness as well as the survival, prosperity and 
development of the creative industry in general. It includes a general 
responsibility to the industry and society as a whole. The responsibili-
ties are many, and guarding against any form of exploitation is one of 
the critical ones. In this regard, it may be beneficial to devise a means 
of catching the future captains of industry as well as the future policy 
makers at an early age, long before they have been hotwired towards es-
tablishing certain prejudices. This would ensure better appreciation and 
understanding down the road. Graphic designers would be ill-advised 
to wait for the world to dole out some charitable recognition to them as 
professionals in their field to ease off the rampant exploitation - patiently 
wait their turn so to speak. This won't happen, the way this world is con-
figured does not in any way allow for such acts of kindness. An American 
rapper, Tupac Shakur, summed it all up very well, in one of his popular 
rap songs “Heavy in the Game”. This is what he had to say; “Waiting 
upon your turn, so when will you learn? Ain't no turns given, ni**as be 
twisting and taking s**t.

It seems a little prudish doesn’t it, writing As I have done in the Tupac 
quote above (s**t; ni**as)? Perhaps it is; perhaps not. This may be a very 
nice example of taking responsibility with creative work and deciding 
how it should affect an audience; deciding what is necessary and what is 
not for furthering an objective.

 It is the responsibility of every creative to fight for and demand recogni-
tion and fairness, not through confrontation, but, through more aggres-
sive nonforceful conduct, demonstrated understanding and skill.

Areas of responsibility in graphic art encompass some unusual areas 
which do not always immediately jump to mind when one thinks of 
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I can’t say with any degree of certainty how cows 
feel about being milked, but, I have seen this look 
before on Graphic Designers’ faces on pay day. - KMak

design. These include psychological considerations which make graphic 
designers potent and even dangerous communicators;  “Puppet Masters” 
/ jockeys, whipping and Riding the Consumer, bending man to their 
will. This, among others which include guarding against environmen-
tal degradation and general exploitation, is an enormous responsibility 
which demands extreme discipline and care.
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THE GRAPHIC  
DESIGNER IN 
MARKETING & 
ADVERTISING
A Letter to the Young Creative

Some Basic Definitions:
Marketing – The discipline of marrying products to markets

Advertising – The discipline of making information about products and 
services, etc. available to markets. 

Graphic Design – Visual space and related element arrangement and 
creation or manipulation for psychological influence and visual informa-
tion delivery

Origination – Intermediate stage / process between Design and print-
ing. The process of preparing/setting up or converting finished artwork 
for plate making and subsequent printing. 

Printing – The process of transferring artwork to paper or other printa-
ble media by means of an inked printing plate, stencil, desktop printer or 
industrial digital printer. This is the stage at which mass reproduction of 
a creative concept takes place. Essentially it is a sophisticated duplicating 
process resulting in a single or multiple copies of the original “electronic” 
artwork.

A Little More Detail 
But Very Briefly
Marketing is concerned with the relationship between a product or 
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Brand and its market, for example the needs of a particular market and 
the extent to which the product fulfils those needs, distribution channels 
and so forth. But, don't just take my word for it, do some research, this is 
a graphic design, not a marketing book.

Advertising is concerned with communicating a product or brand to a 
market, Promoting awareness of its availability, qualities, values and so 
forth. Advertising can also be concerned with media planning. All this is 
guided by advertising and creative strategies.

Graphic Design
The marketing and R&D (Research and Development) departments 
may develop a brilliant product targeted at a specific and perfect market 
whilst the advertising or creative department may come up with a bril-
liant campaign strategy and message, but, none of the above will achieve 
optimal success or have any meaningful value unless the communication 
of the product’s existence, qualities and values or other intended purpose 
of a campaign or branding effort, can reach the intended market or au-
dience and be perceived by that market exactly as intended by both the 
creators of the product and the creators of the communication effort. 
This is where graphic design comes in. The graphic designer ensures that 
all visual communication of a product is easily and pleasantly (or as oth-
erwise intended) accessible to the target market. And also ensures that 
all messages consistently strike the right cords in harmony with market 
expectations and that product presentation is appropriate for achieving 
the intended results.

Negotiating The Mine Field
In a consultation session, the first bit of advice that should be given to 
any young designer is that, advice, is simply and exactly that; advice. It is 
neither a rule to be strictly followed nor is it enforceable in any way or 
form. But, coming from someone with a little more experience or even 
a different kind of experience, it should be seriously considered until a 
better substitute or modification can be found either through further 
experience or richer advice.
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Very often perfect products have missed their perfect markets simply be-
cause market perception was inconsistent with the actual product quali-
ties, actual intended message and the needs of the market. 

And when we start talking about issues of perception in relation to fail-
ure of graphic campaigns and designs in general, all the importance that 
we so graciously attributed to the graphic designer earlier on in this book 
turns a little sour and becomes a back breaking burden for the designer. 
In such cases, all the blame falls squarely on the shoulders of poor crea-
tivity and design. This burden can be of career ending proportions. This 
is perhaps unfairly so in cases where a graphic designer is in a position 
of weakness, because in such cases the designer is usually not entirely, 
directly to blame.

A position of weakness is any position that makes it difficult for one to 
speak with authority. This is sometimes a seniority issue; where a design-
er’s views are treated with very little respect for the simple reason that he 
ranks lower than the person he is presenting to or is many years junior 
in age or is undermined in some other way. I have personally found that 
the level of consideration given to my views by clients has been directly 
proportional to my age. Diminished authority may also be due to cases of 
outright bullying by a client or timidity on the part of the creative. 

Whatever the case may be, the ultimate challenge is that very often cli-
ents have a disempowering habit of over imposing their will and not 
permitting enough creative freedom to allow the graphic designer to 
practice his “wizardry”. Many fail to appreciate fully the importance and 
skills of communications experts such as graphic designers and force 
through, their own subjective “creative” ideas which fall far too short of 
addressing the earlier mentioned greality. 

Perhaps it would be of great help if the “Basic Introduction to Graphic 
Design and Visual Communication” component in some of the various 
business courses offered at tertiary institutions were clearly marked or 
labelled as such – “BASIC”; as I have attempted to do in this book wher-
ever I’ve written directly about the actual skill and practice of graphic 
design.

However, even though a weakened position may offer a semblance of 
defence, at the end of the day, any and all responsibility for issues of 
direction facing the design industry should and does rest squarely on 
the design community’s shoulders; whether creative authority has been 
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usurped by the client due to the creatives’ weakness or not. Graphic De-
signers must accept responsibility for this weakness as well. 
Unless a graphic designer takes himself seriously and truly believes in 
himself, takes the time to research and be confident in his intellectual 
ability and sticks his neck out to lead, the level of respect accorded to his 
views will forever be minimal. People will come, tell him how to do his 
job and then at the end of the day, quite rightly so too, let him take the 
fall for the, most often than not, inevitable failures. 

A designer must never place his delicate reputation in the hands of an-
yone unqualified to professionally challenge or guide him. It is better 
that he walks away from any project that has the potential to ruin his 
reputation. Of course that is easier said than done, unless one has a small 
fortune stashed away some place. Poor cash flows have a way of short 
circuiting even the most principled value systems.

If one is a qualified creative / graphic designer and finds himself in a 
place where he is the only creative, surrounded by marketing, advertising 
and other executives, then one must always remember that he and he 
alone is the only one in that grouping qualified to take charge of any 
graphic design issues and processes. Designers are encouraged to take 
a stand and defend their position. It is most certain though, as I have 
often experienced, that to many people, the designer who does this will 
initially come across as being arrogant. But, as ugly as this situation may 
seem, I find that it is many times more preferable than being apologetic 
and compromising one’s self out of a job or even career.  After all, the 
marketing director would never let a graphic designer - no matter how 
talented or otherwise qualified - tell him how to do his job; would he? 
What of the finance director, the bookkeeper and so forth, would any of 
them? I doubt very much that even the office caretaker would. So, why 
should designers abdicate their professional duty and surrender their 
creative sovereignty? 

It always feels good to talk about standing one’s ground and challeng-
ing the system doesn’t it? It gets the blood flowing in all the right di-
rections. But, in the midst of all that, it is critical to always remember 
that the graphic designer’s duty goes well beyond just a petty territorial 
defensiveness. The ultimate duty is the duty to succeed on behalf of the 
client; failure of which one must be prepared to shoulder all the blame 
and consequence. No one else will want to share this blame and conse-
quence, therefore while avoiding petty territorial defensiveness, it should 
be made clear that anyone who cannot share the blame in the event of all 
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things going south, should not expect to share the duties of the creative 
direction process.

At the stage of going graphic, the stage of applying the marketing and 
advertising strategies to creative campaign concepts, strategies and de-
sign, the designer is the captain of the ship; and must therefore Take 
Charge even in the face of heavy storms of criticism. There will indeed 
be plenty of disapproval which is usually directly proportional to the 
degrees of eccentricity, nonconformity and originality exhibited by a cre-
ative. People fear unpredictable random thinking, game changers and 
prefer to err on the side of caution. But, of course this should never be a 
deterrent.

We all know that there are as many styles of captainship as there are 
captains; the same is true of creativity. There are as many approaches and 
styles to creativity as there are creatives. Therefore, designers should not 
be afraid of criticism; there will be plenty of it yes; that's inevitable. This 
is also easier said than done, but, there should never be any fear even 
when faced with the possibility of error.  Errors are how we progress on 
the path to learning, improvement and growth. The responsibility that 
comes with them is the substance from which character is built.

It is also important to note that, the fact that one gets criticised is not 
necessarily an inference of ineptitude on the part of the designer. It is 
usually merely an indication of the existence of a diverse range of views 
on a subject. This is very normal, especially among people of very strong 
character and especially where an idea is unique, truly original and game 
changing. A truly unique and original idea which rocks the boat chal-
lenges and scares people into defensive mode, as the validity of their 
current knowledge and beliefs is questioned. 

On the other hand, taking charge of a design project and being the most 
qualified to lead it does not, however, mean that one should block their 
ears or eyes to constructive criticism or creative input and suggestions 
from others. We could all do with a fresh pair of eyes from time to time 
and sharing ideas can be a great catalyst in creativity. In the science of 
Chemistry we find that a catalyst is a substance which is not consumed 
in the reaction in which it is used as an assisting agent. Therefore, in the 
same vein, working with others in a catalytic creative process will not 
necessarily taint your creative purity.

Furthermore, a finely tuned creative draws inspiration from all things 
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within his environment. That includes vegetation, animals, insects, birds 
and so forth, which are not only lacking in graphic design skills, but, are 
also not even aware of the practice; so why not also draw inspiration from 
fellow human beings who supposedly rank much higher in intelligence?

Although some pompous, misguided creatives would wish to propound 
the concept of their own uniqueness and superiority, having you believe 
that they and only they, above all other humans, hold the title deeds to 
creativity, no single person - or team for that matter, - has a monopoly 
on creative thinking. The human spirit is inherently a creative one. This 
is our most natural predisposition as human beings; to create. Whether 
it be scientifically, sexually or artistically. The spirit of creativity is a uni-
versal one to which we all have God given rights and possess a natural 
affinity to tap into; all of us. The difference though when it comes to 
graphic design, is that the professional graphic designer specialises and 
has horned his skills and his ability to tap into the universal creative 
consciousness on demand and at will. Non-designers, although lacking 
in the necessary graphic design skills also still possess this affinity for 
creativity and indeed it is true that some earth shuttering concepts have 
come from the most unlikely of sources. Your gardener, as minimally 
educated or even as illiterate as he may be, could give you or steer you 
towards a brilliant concept. 

Be wary though of giving too much room for external input. While gen-
erally it is a good and always a winning solution to work with others as 
a team, the specific tasks for which one is commissioned or employed 
are not group activities to be carried out by consensus. The full burden of 
responsibility still lies with the commissioned designer.

 The business relationship under consideration here is not a “Them and 
Us” type of relationship. That is undesirably counterproductive and is 
discouraged with the fullness of contempt it deserves. We all need to 
work together for optimal creative output; always bearing in mind that 
no one is deliberately trying to undermine the creative. It is just unfor-
tunate that in a subconscious attempt perhaps, to fill an emptiness re-
sulting from a natural desire left unfulfilled or a natural gift yearning for 
expression, people in non-design jobs will sometimes seek to live their 
creative fantasies through the designer whenever they get a chance to 
play the commissioning or client role. Designers are best advised not to 
allow it. Not out of selfishness or some misplaced superiority complex, 
but, out of the need to avoid unnecessary and sometimes career damag-
ing contamination of otherwise “revolutionary” concepts and avoid com-
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promises made in order to accommodate the unprofessional hand for the 
sake of soothing fragile egos; Usually at the expense of the task at hand.

Designers are reminded to keep in mind, when dealing with their clients; 
no matter how much one might be intimidated by them; that a PHD in 
engineering or a Master’s in Business etc. does not in any way translate to 
any degree of graphic design prowess. In my experience, even those who 
possess the highest qualification of PHD; highly esteemed though they 
may be by all including myself; when that achievement is not in graphic 
design, even they are often illiterate when it comes to the subject. The 
creative world is the designer’s world and so in it, creatives must RULE.

Rules Of Creativity 
In Graphic Design
Although there are generally agreed principles in graphic design, you 
will find that even amongst some of the greatest creatives in the world 
there may often be varying perspectives or acutely diverging opinions on 
any given subject; None of them being either right or wrong; Just dif-
ferent perspectives. We live in a world where a perfect truth still eludes 
us and even so called scientific “fact” is often disputed. Albert Einstein's 
theory of relativity for example, although widely accepted and “proven” 
useful, is still challenged by some.

This divergence of opinion may perhaps be illustrated (if not explained) 
by the fact that, it is impossible for any two people in any part of the 
world to physically stand in exactly the same spot and view anything 
from exactly the same angle. Not even when watching the same televi-
sion set do we share identical views, neither physically, perceptually nor 
interpretively. We each have a unique physical and perceptual view of the 
world - all eight billion of us (as at 11 July 2022 United Nations Estimate 
for end of year )- which in turn influences our thinking. That is literally a 
world of potentially differing opinions. So don’t be disheartened by the 
fact that not everybody likes your brilliant work. We all have our biases; 
there are very few hard and fast rules, if any.

Remember, graphic design is more art than science – and although com-
mercial and commissioned, it is still to a large extent, subjective. At the 
end of the day, if you are the, creative consultant, art director or creative 
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director, let the work be yours and bear your mark. No one else shares 
your perspective; you stand alone on your particular seven billion three 
hundred and forty nine millionth of a global view point. It also helps to 
remember that when a client or account executive gives their opinion, 
unless it is one based on a universally agreed hard fact, it is nothing 
more than just that; an opinion. They are simply presenting their own 
subjective view to which they are fully entitled, although because of lack 
of appropriate training, theirs is most likely than not to be much less 
informed than yours.

A word of caution though; do not fight with clients, you may find your-
self with a bank account full of little more than cobwebs. Our job is to 
persuade, not force. A wise creative dedicates some time to polishing his 
persuasive powers. If a client is so unwise as to disregard the advice of 
someone better qualified, then, there’s nothing you can do except maybe 
disassociate yourself with any contentious project. However, also bear in 
mind that sometimes the suggestions made by clients do not radically 
alter an idea, so, it may be wise to compromise a little than to quit. Per-
haps another of a designer’s aims should always be to build a conceptual 
fortress so robust that the removal or addition of a few bricks here and 
there will not alter its integrity. After all adding or subtracting just one 
small grain of sugar to or from a heaped teaspoon is hardly going to alter 
the sweetness nor will adding two grains of salt make it bitter – at least 

a very thin membrane 
separates man from animal. 
A series of rules called laws  
keeps us from tearing this 
membrane and descending 
into chaos. The rules demand 
a cnformity which results 
in controled living and en-
courage attempts at cultural 
control of thought.  This is 
in direct conflict with the 
requirements of any form of 
innovation / creativity and 
progressive development.
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not perceptibly. Furthermore, unless you are already a wealthy designer, 
you may also want to consider letting your poverty tolerance levels dic-
tate your operational policies.

The Graphic Designer and the 
Problem of Corporate Integration
to fit in or not to fit in

As the personal branding phenomenon has gathered momentum, so too 
has insecurity and discussion around professional grooming and pres-
entation. What is acceptable, what is not? What is right, what is wrong?

Personally, I know no profession where the expert is less regarded as such 
than in the field of graphic design. I am sure there are many reasons, but, 
there’s one general trait in particular which I have encountered wherever 
designers or creative types are gathered in numbers. It is the issue of 
grooming. As designers and creative people, we know better than anyone 
that for a message to be successfully received, it must be appropriately 
presented in a way that is not in conflict with itself. For example, content 
versus packaging/visual and intended message. We know that a fresh 
vegetables advert leaning against a backdrop of wilting yellowish leaves 
would be nothing short of creative suicide - Yet, there’s one particular 
message that most graphic designers seem to constantly send in such a 
conflicting manner. 

We present and communicate everything else we are commissioned to 
communicate with near perfection, but, something odd happens, or so it 
seems, when it comes to communicating ourselves:-
-who we are
-what we are
-what we stand for
-how we want to be perceived
-where we are in our careers, with regard to professionalism

Could it be that perhaps it is the rest of the professional community that 
lacks understanding?

Were it not for my frequent digital trips around the world, I would per-



THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER IN MARKETING & ADVERTISING

138 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

When attempting to talk about any subject from a global 
perspective there is always a danger of making the error 
of presenting very personal and localised perspectives as 
universal. However, as the things which influence us 
become increasingly common, our perspectives will also 
converge. These illustrations demonstrate some generally 
held stereotypes of creatives (Designers) across the globe 
from America to Africa. 
Illustration Source: newschoolarch.edu via www.kcpi.co
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haps be a little more cautious about generalising on this issue. But, from 
the comments, posts and stereotypical descriptions I have come across, 
from various places on the globe, I am quite happy to generalise. This 
seems to be a global challenge although degrees of severity may vary 
across operational fields and borders.

I remember sometime ago, seeing a photograph of a man, while I was 
visiting an NGO’s office. That picture tore at my heart as I wondered 
what calamity could have befallen this poor soul. He looked as though at 
one time he had been well to do, for traces of success still clung to him, 
albeit precariously. So, being moved, I asked the receptionist the obvious 
question. The small shock from the response I got was the beginning of 
my own soul searching.

It turned out that this very man was in fact the one responsible for the 
production of all of their magnificent annual reports and various other 
awareness materials. In fact he was at that very moment sitting in one 
of their offices being briefed on his next project. He was their graphic 
designer; their creative consultant. Afterwards I would witness this man 
slide into the driver’s sit of his green Corolla and disappear "off to the 
pub". I knew his destination because he was quite an uncharacteristically 
loud fellow. - It is said that most creatives are on the quiet and reserved 
side; an assertion with which I am inclined to agree. But, in any class, 
there is always that one character, out to make you reconsider or doubt 
your beliefs.

Humanitarian NGOs seem to be used to this kind of abstract image, 
so this particular designer’s self-presentation quite obviously didn’t faze 
them. But, I couldn’t help but wonder how my fellow designer would 
fare in a commercial environment. Would he be able to sell a circle to a 
banker? Would he even be able to get past the receptionist…?

I began to see at that moment, a very possible and strong other reason 
advertising agencies may have felt that they needed account executives 
(A.E.s) to present and sell their concepts to clients; acting as buffers 
between client and creative.

It can’t possibly be that A.Es speak better English or that most of them 
are degreed and it is definitely not that they can explain the creative 
concept better than its creator. No; I believe it is just that most agencies 
find it difficult to entrust their reputation to a seemingly rebellious rough 
rider.
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Advertising agencies being businesses know that to sell an idea, you first 
of all need an audience and that calls for appropriate presentation. To 
be fair though, so too do graphic designers know this, but, they being 
creatives, come equipped and ready to question, recreate and to change 
the world. Whereas, most A.E.s are aspiring marketing directors and are 
often graduates of one business school or another and as such come pre-
pared to conform to the established business standards and expectations. 
They come battle ready; with the “right” attitude, etiquette and dress 
sense. They come ready to conform to the system. Hence they are better 
welcomed in a banker’s boardroom. They receive more benefit of a doubt 
and sympathy selling bankrupt ideas than do most scruffy or casually 
dressed creatives trying to sell earth shattering/game-changing concepts.

If you are a creative, I challenge you to stand in front of a mirror and 
take a long, hard, objective look at yourself (at least try), then go around 
town, or even further if you must and take a good objective look at your 
colleagues. What do you see?

Do you see the image of an influential professional?
Do you see the image of a wise and highly skilled, talented consultant?

I am quite sure that most effective people will agree that to be truly 
effective, one must share the same consciousness with his operational 
environment. If you are a corporate designer, do you look the part? Do 
you look like you belong? Are you presenting yourself as one who un-
derstands business, economics, banking…(Even just the basics) are you 
projecting the image of a professional psychological communicator? Of 
course some of the psychological communicators of medieval times may 
have been just as scruffy or casual as some of today’s graphic artists, but, 
even then, they may have been perfectly married to their environment 
and therefore acceptable.

In my long struggle in the creative services industry I have witnessed 
designers trying to win accounts to re-brand very formal and conserv-
ative banks and other organisations; while they themselves looked like 
street thugs and thugettes. Of those that have succeeded, none have been 
accorded their full status and respect; they are just artists almost always 
unflatteringly referred to as “the design guy”. And always called by their 
first names even by juniors who should be calling them Mr or Ms. Not 
that I’d wish to be addressed as such myself, no, most definitely not; it’s 
the most unsexy title for a graphic designer, no matter how old. 



THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER IN MARKETING & ADVERTISING

141 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

With some graphic designers being self-employed and therefore owners 
of their businesses, it would be naturally, justifiably expected that at one 
point or another, they would not only meet with, but, even have business 
lunches with the owners of their client businesses, sitting together and 
networking as colleagues and business partners; alas! No! (With the ex-
ception of a handful of course)

It is easy to shout, “Professional Discrimination!” by a bunch of self-im-
portant, short sighted business executives with an overblown superiority 
complex and exploitative tendencies” but, let us give the guys in suits a 
break shall we? How about a little more introspection for a moment? 
What do you imagine a banker sees when sitting across from a designer 
in exploded denims sporting a tightly fitting T-shirt and tattoos etched 
all the way down the length of his forearms? Not to mention the exotic 
hairstyles; which in most people’s lives would only come about, not as a 
fashion statement, but, as a result of sudden electrical failure while in the 
middle of a haircut session.

How do you imagine the banker would relate to him? If one of the bank-
er's associates from a major financial corporation walked in, do you im-
agine him requesting the designer to stay and join them for a cupper? Do 
you imagine him introducing the designer as his most trusted creative 
consultant? I don’t know.

Would you blame a marketing executive surrounded by a “scruffy”, seem-
ingly uncontrollable and disorderly lot for developing a superiority com-
plex; however prejudicial it may seem? And concluding therefore that he 
is a more professional person and that there can’t possibly be anything 
more beyond the pretty pictures which graphic designers create?

Three BIG Questions:
Nothing creeps up on, or away from, a man quite like body weight. I bath 
almost daily; yes almost – I’m honest – we all have those days when life 
just happens…I never smell bad though; at least that’s what I believe; 
I’ve never cared to ask those around me. At some point during and after 
bathing, I will, without fail, look at myself in the mirror; so, if any chang-
es were to occur on my body I should be the first to see them. That’s the 
logic at least. But, I’ve found that it rarely happens that way. I’m always 
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surprised when people exclaim; “Oh look how you’ve lost weight! or “Oh 
look you’ve gained a few pounds!” It’s as if the eye adjusts to suit our fan-
tasies; generously skirting all the things we would rather not notice, and it 
will either enhance or diminish our perception of self in accordance with 
our inner self-image or self-esteem. We seldom see ourselves as we truly 
are or as the rest of the world sees us. This extends to self-presentation in 
business. The image we portray is often out of sync with that we imagine; 
sometimes we flatter ourselves and at others we beat ourselves too hard. 
The following 3 questions work very well as a starting point to calibrating 
the eye to reality.

-How and where do I see myself ?
-How do I want to be perceived?
-Do I look the part?

To further illustrate the importance of appearance, presentation or per-
ception, consider the following:

There is always that man, in every community, who will religiously stand 
at a street corner, begging for coins from well-wishers, all day long, day in 
and day out, come rain or shine, heat or cold, but, seemingly never collects 
enough money to buy himself new clothes. Have you ever wondered why?

The answer is quite simple really; in order for beggars to continue ben-
efiting from our benevolence, they must consistently look the part. They 
must, even after they have collected a small fortune, keep up the illusion 
of desperate destitution.  Even an uneducated street kid knows this - 
LOOK THE PART for which you hope to be rewarded.

Maybe the education system is to blame for over emphasising and glo-
rifying individualism in art school and not adequately adjusting the atti-
tudes of those preparing to enter the commercial art world so that they 
may be more readily accepted in the professional business community. 

Although I must admit that individualism is necessary for the develop-
ment of unhindered self-expression which is the cornerstone of fine art 
and true original thinking; it however seems to breed a certain disregard 
for other people and their opinion; a general disregard for rules and social 
etiquette. 

It is quite logical and understandable to expect that graphic designers, 
because of the commercial nature of their work must to a large extent, 
though not totally, lose this self-centred perspective. 



THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER IN MARKETING & ADVERTISING

143 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

Above and beyond appealing to their audiences’ sensibilities, which is 
their core raison d’etre, graphic designers are there to serve the client’s 
ego not their own. Of course, guided by their creative experience and 
expertise, doing so in their own individual, creative style, but, serving all 
the same.

Perhaps the education system fails to fully prepare young designers for 
this realisation. They are unleashed into the commercial/corporate arena 
with fine art mentalities, hence the “exploded” jeans and years of frus-
tration at not being recognised as professional business executives and 
consultants.

The above example of exploded jeans and so forth may perhaps be a little 
extreme; not to say that there are no such scenarios, just a little extreme, 
but, I believe the point has been made.

But; Every Coin Has Two Sides
One striking thing about life is how all major concepts seem to always 
come in pairs: Heads and Tails; God and the Devil; holly and evil; Light 
and dark; good and bad; sweet and sour; tall and short e.t.c.. I believe 
that no single sided concept can exist in this universe. Every coin has two 

*Original Artist unknown - 
Adapted from - SAUCE http://
francosenia.blogspot.com/2016/09/
gioco-di-maschere.html
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sides and the above views on graphic designers’ presentation are but one 
side of the coin. Below is a look from the other side.

So, on the other hand; 
Is there really anything wrong with one presenting themselves in a 
unique style, especially in an industry that celebrates independence of 
thought, innovation and true originality?

It would be a lovely world and very nice indeed if we could all just con-
form to the general norms of The System; however, there are certain 
practicalities and considerations that are inherent in every profession 
which are necessary for optimal successes therein. Graphic design is not 
exempt from these practicalities and considerations. In this regard, it is 
no different from any other profession. 

In the interest of encouraging and attaining maximum efficiency and 
unlocking creative genius, with the aim of achieving perfection, it is im-
portant for creative business owners and users of graphic design and oth-
er creative industry products appreciate the peculiarities of the creative 
industry. 

Farmers, miners and engineers as well as other highly skilled profes-
sionals in “dirty jobs” rank amongst some of the highest earners of this 
world. They are well respected business men and women; in some cases 
even more respected than most suited professional executives. This is so, 
regardless of the fact that they do not wear business suits to work, for 
everybody knows that a business suit in their line of work would be most 
impractical if not absurd; therefore they simply do not wear them. 

To be most effective or efficient, one must create a work environment 
conducive to the attainment of excellence and the technicalities of this 
effort vary from one industry to the next. This includes ridding one's 
environment of any hindrance or obstacle that would prevent this from 
happening or that would make excellence achievable only with extreme 
difficulty and at great cost. 

Contrary to what most consider to be “the work environment”, such 
obstacles are not only found within the open space around us and in our 
offices or workshops, but, in that most intimate of spaces enveloping 
our bodies as well, which happens to be our most immediate environ-
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mental space. The obstacles which hinder us from achieving maximum 
efficiency and excellence include all those which would in any way, make 
us uncomfortable; the things which restrict movement and those things 
which interfere with our ability to focus, concentrate and be fully con-
scious of things other than ourselves. The things which hinder us from 
being fully absorbed in our work effort – being fully present, as they say. 
It is important to note that concentration in whatever form is often the 
difference between excellence and mediocrity. 

In trying to achieve the establishment and maintenance of an environ-
ment which is conducive to excellence, it makes sense to start by looking 
at and working on the most immediate environment, which is, the space 
intimately enveloping our bodies. The space which in the interest of so-
cial decency we always keep covered in garments. These garments af-
fect the conditions of this space in various ways which include; warmth, 
coolness and other issues of comfort and mobility. The clothes we wear 
have a sometimes overlooked impact on how well we perform our tasks 
in our respective jobs. Clothes have the power to either restrict our abil-
ity to act or have the power to free us to explore even the depths of the 
earth and seas. A lot of money has been spent on research and develop-
ment of sports attire ranging from swimming and athletics to skiing and 
paragliding and everything in-between. Clothes can also align us with 
the expectations of our clients and help us win more customers and so 
forth and so forth. It is therefore critical that we understand the essence 
of what our job entails and let this dictate to us how to treat that most 
immediate of our environment. 

 Choosing what to wear is easy; simply analyse the job you are required 
to do and the kind of demands it makes of you. Farmers know what to 
wear if they are to go out into the fields and give of their best efforts in 
muddy fields. Miners know what will help them work most efficiently 
underground whilst at the same time being protected from what would 
otherwise be a harmful environment. Bankers and doctors know what 
will make it easier to develop trust and build confidence with new clients 
and patients respectively, hence growing their business or practice and 
so forth and so forth. Examples of jobs which require or make use of 
specialist attire are numerous . Whilst there may not be a standardised 
scientific formula for determining the types of clothes that would create 
the perfect immediate environment, hence increasing efficiency in one 
job or another, there definitely is a clear guide. That guide is the job itself; 
its nature will dictate the requirements. 
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In cases where a job is a little vague; that is, not highly specialised, or has 
no significant physical demands, such as in most office, desk jobs, people 
usually fall back on business suits as their formal business dress. A suit is 
often considered to be a safe professional choice in that case.
When it comes to graphic design, the physical work demands necessi-
tating a specialised or informal dress are not readily discernible. Graphic 
designers are often viewed as people with desk jobs; office workers whose 
job does not have any unusually specialised physical demand away from 
the computer and therefore, according to this view, may be expected to 
conform to the general business dictates of professional conduct as any 
other office worker does, in order to be taken more seriously. But, this is 
a misguided expectation. It is a thinking or belief born of ignorance.

Because of a sometimes eccentric nature and often unpredictable free 
spiritedness, graphic designers have often been labelled rebellious and 
anti-establishment. They are also often perceived to be lacking a sense of 
seriousness in business. This perception is further reinforced by the usu-
ally casual or as in some cases, unconventionally “formal” dress sense or 
presentation. Graphic Designers have, nevertheless, been accepted into 
the professional business community with all their peculiarities – per-
haps only as a necessary evil, albeit reluctantly, one might suspect. The 
designer's casualness is tolerated perhaps largely because of a view that 
intellectually designers may lack the capacity to conform and that what 
they do is not very critical to the process of doing business and therefore 
can be allowed some slack.

Quite The Contrary...
Contrary to this generally held, but, seldom publicly expressed, distorted 
view of graphic designers and artists in general, graphic design is highly 
specialised and more broadly demanding than many professions.  Per-
haps the misconceptions of a lack of seriousness and lack of intellec-
tual muscle are due to the fact that the demands of a creative lifestyle 
go against the expected corporate professional norms, almost in every 
way. They go against what is generally expected of serious professionals. 
Whereas most professions follow strict laid down procedure, formulas, 
and sombre rules etc., in order to maintain and deliver a uniform, high 
quality product and or service consistently, 365 days of the year, graphic 
design seeks to achieve excellence by doing the exact opposite, often with 
a playfulness bordering on childish behaviour and seeking to dismantle 
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any routine that may lead to any uniformity or predictability of thought 
or other creative delivery. 

 The ultimate aim or raison d'etre of the creative is to find those elu-
sive earth shuttering concepts that will either alter the course of human 
history or greatly enhance man's experience and quality of life; to find 
something that has never existed before; that one truly original concept. 
This calls for a highly disruptive mind-set and naturally requires one to 
get off the beaten track; to completely do away with all preconceived 
notions of reality; to re-examine everything with a view of doing it better 
and a view of living differently. Creativity is thus a never-ending journey 
of discovery and of course no-one ever discovered anything new by fol-
lowing in someone else's footsteps, only David Livingstone, Christopher 
Columbus and other early explorers seem to have possessed this uncanny 
ability. 

Right from the onset, creatives are required and encouraged to throw 
away all rule books, change their perspective, look at the world in a way 
no one else has done before; with an innocence and playfulness of a 
child. This is how technology has managed to evolve over the centuries 
and how man has improved his standard of living from caveman to met-
ro man. 

The obvious casualty of this creative philosophy is of course anything 
that seeks to breed uniformity and conformity at whatever level, be it 
thought, activity, speech, dress, lifestyle and work processes etc. 

Creativity demands a flexibility unlike any found in other professions. It 
demands flexibility of body, mind and spirit. One's entire consciousness 
must be freed /liberated from all manner of restriction for one to be op-
timally creative. Therefore, rules, regulations, formulaic procedures and 
strict formality in general are in obvious conflict with the requirements 
of encouraging the optimal flow of creativity and may hinder the devel-
opment and diminish the fertility of a creative mind.

It is for this reason and this reason alone; the pursuit of individual 
uniqueness, the pursuit of true conceptual originality, that graphic de-
signers and artists in general shun formality. This is especially notable in 
the way creatives dress. Contrary to popular belief, this has very little to 
do with having a rebellious spirit. It is merely an attempt at self-expres-
sion and liberating the creative spirit from the rigid binds of formality.
It is true that creative people draw the majority if not all of their inspi-
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ration from nature and therefore need to have a heightened awareness of 
and a strong connection with their natural environment. One needs to 
completely lose themself to the universal creative mind and minimise the 
degree of vain self-consciousness. A business suit by nature is restrictive 
in movement and while in use demands a degree of care which is both 
distracting and extremely limiting to an active creative.

I t is very easy to gain an understanding of this rationale by simply 
observing graphic designers, other artists and creatives in gen-

eral at work.

Some photographers like to lie down on the “dirty” 
ground or climb often rough barked trees to take 

photos from interesting angles and vantage points. 
Designers and painters may splash paint and ink 
about, during the development of an idea or simply 
hug a dirty old tree in order to connect with nature 
for inspiration...and so forth and so forth. The ex-

amples are infinite. Quite obviously, a Louis Vuiton 
business suit or fine dress shirt and pants may be 
inappropriate in the course of any of these activities. 

That is of course if due care of these high quality, 
delicate garments is taken, or they may prove to be 

prohibitively expensive if treated with the same disre-
gard as jeans and t-shirts as they would need replacing 

every so often. If not replaced; ...... I’ll let you finish that 
sentence. 

Jeans and T-Shirts seem to be the popular choice for graphic 
designers and many other creatives. It is quite obvious upon 

careful consideration that this dress sense, or seemingly lack of 
it and the various other peculiarities which graphic designers 
exhibit, have absolutely nothing at all to do with having a rebel-
lious mind or diminished intellectual capacity.

But, what about after hours then; one might ask. Indeed it is fair 
enough to consider the dress sense in view of work demands, but, 
if that's the case, why can't graphic designers or creatives do as 
others who put on a certain type of dress for work and change to 
something else after work? There seems to be an unbroken con-
tinuity of style, from home, to social, to business, which would 
seem to suggest a character trait rather than demands of a par-
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ticular line of work. True; that this is a character trait is completely un-
deniable, for creativity is a way of life, not a job. The jobs are the tasks to 
which we apply the creativity. If creativity was mathematics, the creative 
or designer would be the math. The math is not the job, the job is the task 
to which you apply the math and mathematics. The creative and creativ-
ity are no more separable than math and mathematics hence the conti-
nuity across all spheres. Let's see if we can use another example which 
involves people rather than concepts: CONSTRUCTION: Building is 
the activity of making a structure; a builder is the person who puts the 
various elements together in making this structure. The elements such 
as bricks and cement are in no way directly (or even indirectly for that 
matter) connected physically, emotionally or spiritualty to him and can 
therefore be easily discarded at the end of a day's work; including any 
specialised tools and attire required in handling them. This is an exter-
nal relationship between man and task. There is a clear separation here 
between work and social. CREATIVITY: Creativity is the generation, 
channelling and development of concepts; the creative is the physical 
source of all the elements required to generate or build a concept. He 
works with elements generated within or through himself and is thus the 
embodiment of creativity itself. Unlike bricks and mortar which can exist 
independently of the builder, No element of the initiation of a creative 
concept can exist independent of the creative. The product, the elements 
and the man are inextricably intertwined. Unlike in the relationship be-
tween a builder and the activity of building, a creative cannot walk away 
from the “activity” of creativity at the end of a day’s work. Creativity can 
however be suppressed to allow for less creative indulgences. Howev-
er, this cannot be done without affecting the continued development 
of the creative who draws inspiration from every single moment of his 
existence and must therefore remain constantly tuned in to the creative 
frequency. Creativity is not work or a job; the job is the task to which we 
apply our creative nature, our creativity. The creative does not alter his 
state between business and social hence the continuity of dress sense and 
character.
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THE BUSINESS OF 
GRAPHIC DESIGN
This line of business is a very curious one, in which people organise 
themselves into corporate entities, whose sole purpose is the exploita-
tion of other people's creative intellectual property. And yes I did say 
exploitation, for, as uncharitable an allocation of mischievous misdeed 
as it may seem, that indeed is exactly what it is. Although the principals 

may prefer to or innocently see things from the client side and look 
at it as simply providing a business service, in which creativity 
is simply an incidental ingredient - Every coin has two sides.

The poor creatives surrender their intellectual property for 
no economic benefit, other than a usually insufficient, pal-
try monthly wage, despite the contribution their intellect 
makes, towards the billions of dollars made annually around 
the globe, by both their clients and immediate employers. 
They do this for no public recognition, no royalties and no 
profit sharing. 

Whether this is fair or whether something ought to be 
done about it or not, is for creatives to decide for them-

selves. However, in chapter 18 - exploitation of the crea-
tive mind - we did talk about the delusional absurdity of expec-
tations of fairness, in this cutthroat, capitalist world.

The Business
The business of graphic design is fundamentally like any other. 

There are key elements which make that business possible and 
require significantly more attention to guarantee success.

In any organisation, there is a product or service, which is the busi-
ness of that organisation.

A coffee making company is in the beverage or refreshments busi-
ness. If the company specialises in coffee, then it is more specifically 

17| 
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in the coffee business. And coffee comes from the coffee bean which 
comes from the coffee plant. The key to the existence of this business is 
the coffee plant.

An orange juice company is in the same beverage and refreshments busi-
ness and if it specialises in orange juice, then it is more specifically in 
the business of orange juice, extracted from oranges which are harvested 
from orange trees. The key to the existence of this business is the orange 
plant or tree.

The precious plants which bear these much sought after fruit which 
make the above businesses possible are carefully selected for the 
quality of their fruit. No expense is spared in tending and car-
ing for these plants, ensuring that all their needs, especially the 
most delicate, are met. This is done in order to encourage 
the trees to produce their highest possible grade of quality 
fruit. This fussing over the trees and the large investment in 
their wellbeing in general is vital and accepted because the 
success or failure of the business depends on it.

No,… the author has not suddenly lost his marbles 
and gone horticultural on you. And yes, we are still 
talking about graphic design. How then does this 
relate to graphic design?

Well, let us substitute the trees/ plants and their 
fruit with graphic designers and their creative fruit 
called graphic design and let us ask the same ques-
tions as in the horticultural scenario above. 

Is there such a thing as a graphic design business? 
What crazy fruit makes the business possible?

Which types of organisations are in this business 
of Graphic Design? Where does this creative 
fruit called graphic design come from? / Which 
"plant" makes this business possible? What sort 
of tending and caring does this special graphic 
design "plant" require in order to produce its best 
fruit? Does it even matter?

One of the most common complaints in graphic design circles, 
from New York to London to Harare, is that of a lack of appreciation of 
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effort and value, that all but a few have of the creative services industry; 
graphic design in particular. This lack of appreciation is to be found at 
both ends of the graphic design industry; starting with the businesses 
that are directly based on graphic design; the ones that owe their very 
existence to graphic design and specifically to the graphic designer; from 
businesses such as design studios and advertising agencies; stretching 
all the way to the other end, the industrial and other commercial clients 
who are major beneficiaries of the intellectual property of graphic de-
signers.

Although design is increasingly the most striking, if not only difference, 
in directly competing products as artificial intelligence takes over the 
world’s automated, standardised industries; Graphic design is still, often 
the very last of many businesses' considerations and more often than not, 
the least funded. And when it is funded, the funding most often comes 
grudgingly. In fact, some businesses seem to only tolerate spending the 
little that they do on graphic design simply because their competition is 
doing it. 

Very often after work has already been done, Designers almost literally 
have to pry the money out of their clients' clenched hands; and this is 
usually after a long period of hide and seek or a very frustrating and de-
meaning game of catch me if you can. 

In the final stages of writing, a friend who reviewed the book, comment-
ed that these sentiments seemed a little like a personal rant. Hardly a 
surprising conclusion considering the book is written by a designer, from 
experience. The following reference serves as just one example to hope-
fuly demonstrate the actual nonpersonal extent of the problem. 
Extracted from Fortune.com A freelance dilemma: How to get paid, not 
played
“One recent study of self-employed people in New York state, for instance, 
found that 316,000 of them (about 35%) were paid late at least once during 
the preceding year, and some 214,000 (14%) did work for one or more clients 
who never paid them at all. Total lost wages in the Empire State alone, over 
a 12-month span: More than $3 billion”. - By ANNE FISHER March 29, 
2013
Globalisation seems to have globalised everything including challenges 
and attitudes.

Because of a lack of understanding or appreciation, some people feel 
rather cheated when they have to pay above a certain amount for graphic 
design work and are therefore in constant search of someone who will 
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do creative work at the cheapest possible rate. Quite incredibly though, 
these same people will still expect the highest level of creativity and qual-
ity even at the lowest rates in town. In cases where they (somehow) fail 
to beat reality by finding a cheap designer and the highest levels of crea-
tivity and quality all in one equation, they resign themselves to working 
with someone more professional at his desired rate and grudgingly pay 
and leave; feeling more cheated than satisfied. Obviously they leave with 
no guarantee of repeat business. 

Apart from a lack of appreciation or understanding of the value of graph-
ic design in general, there is also quite an alarming level of ignorance as 
to what exactly one pays for when paying a graphic designer, hence the 
resistance I guess. 
Although they differ from one creative to the next, the general Billing 
models and work methods, (sometimes including even the tools used by 
some graphic designers - especially the less experienced or less profes-
sional-) have perhaps played a significant if not major role in generating 
confusion and perpetuating this ignorance. Not to mention the fact that 
there are “designers” who are themselves not even sure what else to bill 
for outside of the hours spent on a project. The following section hopes 
to add a few more candles to our chandelier and bring a little more clari-
ty by outlining the most common billable items and stages in the creative 
process. It is quite a process.

Bridging The Gap
This section aims at attempting to place clients and professional graphic 
designers on the same page, with regard to some of the expectations of 
their relationship.

So, Why Do Clients Hire Graphic Designers in the first place? Or Pay 
So Much for things That Appear So Simple?

Well, if you have read the preceding pages of this book with a reasonable 
amount of concentration, some of the other reasons may already be fairly 
clear to you by now. If not, then, it is a good thing that you own this book 
and therefore can always flip back to the relevant sections. (People who 
respect copyrights are marvellous – you have my undying gratitude). 

One would expect that given the proliferation of graphics around the 
world and the quite advanced age of the graphic design industry that all 
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of the answers to this question would be fairly obvious in this century 
of enlightenment, but, that unfortunately is still far from being the case.

One of the most popular mantras in graphic design -  at least at the time 
this author was a younger man – is/was the word KISS (K.I.S.S.) The 
word is an acronym meaning, Keep It Simple and Stupid. It is a mantra 
that has brought many graphic designers from the brink of disaster every 
time things got a little out of hand. It is a simple reminder, prompting 
the designer to go back to basics and clean up his work to avoid any is-
sues that may confuse his message. However, despite the words Simple 
and Stupid, creative simplicity is seldom as easily achieved as this mantra 
may suggest. It is in fact often easier to create a complex design than a 
simple one. 
Simplicity lies at the heart of refinement and refinement is the key to the 
door of the house of perfection. Just as it is in chemistry, that the more 
pure an element is, the less of other elements or contaminants it has; so 
too is it in graphic design. And it is obviously more involving and more 
complex to purify an element than to serve it with all its impurities and 
contaminants. On industrial, scientific and other platforms, the value of 
purity seems well accepted and appreciated for various reasons, often 
resulting in the purified item fetching a much higher price than the im-
pure. 

In a perfectly executed design, the mantra of simplicity often does re-
sult in purified (simplified) artwork. Ironically though, instead of pure 
and powerful, it often makes the design literally appear to client as a 
very simple if not stupid piece of work. In this case the brain refuses to 
associate simplicity with pure perfection, preferring the lesser synonyms 
- “easy” and “stupid”- instead. In fact it makes creative work appear so 
simple that justification of design costs without proper understanding is 
made near impossible and thus clients find themselves asking questions 
like, "Why do we need to hire someone or pay so much for such simple 
things?" This is an interesting and perhaps "simple" case of graphic de-
signers falling victim to their own success.

To answer the first question, “why hire a professional designer?” -it is re-
ally simple; Clients hire graphic designers for one reason and one reason 
only. That reason is that; THEY (clients) HAVE A PROBLEM THAT 
NEEDS SOLVING; A problem that requires a professional graphic 
design solution. This is a fact that is often forgotten once people start 
talking money. A client comes with a problem that needs solving and 
more often than not has no idea how to solve it or even where to begin. 
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Therefore a graphic designer is hired.

What Should Clients Expect To Pay Designers And Pay Them For? – 
The Various Stages of Graphic Design

The first and very simple direct answer to this question would be; clients 
should expect to pay the designer for solving; their problem. But, what 
is this problem solving, what does it entail and still, what exactly is one 
paying for?

We will get into the specifics in a page turn or two. But generally speak-
ing the second simple answer would be: just as it is in any other com-
mercial enterprise, one should expect to pay for any request that requires 
their graphic designer to do work or any request which results in any 
form of work and activity being performed as a part of the process of 
getting a job done or as a part of solving the client's problem. It should 
also be noted that any expense, be it in cash or time, that is incurred as 
a result of the processes required in order to solve a client’s problem; 
whether directly or indirectly, is for the client's account. More simply 
put; whatever I do as a result of you asking me to do something, I reserve 
the right to bill you for and any costs that I may incur in whichever sense 
of the word will be for your account.

How fees Are Calculated
Many designers calculate their required compensation in terms of either, 
the actual number of hours spent on a job, the expected number of hours 
to complete a job successfully, based on a creative brief or the number 
of hours estimated as being reasonable in order to complete a particular 
job or project, based on past experience. Whichever method from the 
above three is prferred, the difference if any, is often marginal. Generally 
speaking, most designers bill per hour and nowadays many will estimate 
their charges for anything they do solely based on a predefined hourly 
rate. There couldn’t be anything worse for a creative's welfare than this 
approach, except, perhaps the approach of just thumb sucking. This per 
hour billing approach is also one of the leading causes of mistrust be-
tween clients and designers. It can be a cause of perennial grumbling as 
clients often have doubts as to the veracity of the billed hours versus the 
actual amount of time spent on a project. 
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These doubts are worsened by the pursuit of a  refined level of simplicity 
(the purity we talked about earlier), in a quest to distil finished artwork 
to its purest essence in relation to its intended purpose. This simplici-
ty inevitably makes the work look..., well, "simple". The challenge with 
simplicity being of course, that when we succeed in achieving it, it comes 
right back to bite us. This is because most clients erroneously assume that 
simplicity of final appearance must also mean simplicity of the creative 
process itself which therefore, in accordance with this line of reason-
ing, should also mean that the job would be done quickly with relative 
ease and therefore ought to cost very little. This is a terrible trap for the 
graphic designer. 

Time Challenge
The, per hour billing approach creates a problem for the designer; due to 
too much emphasis being placed on on time. This has the unfortunate 
and unintended effect of turning the whole graphic design business into 
a time merchant business and encourages a total disregard for the actual 
essence of a design business, which is, the development and sale of ideas, 
design and artworks – NOT THE SALE OF TIME. 

The true value of creative ideas, design and artworks is generally inde-
pendent of the time it takes to generate or create them. A basic study of 
time based billing provides a perfect example and opportunity to learn 
about the dangers lurking in the shadows of convenience. It is indubita-
bly easier and often appears extremely convenient to just base all fees on 
time. But, designers are often blind-sided by the unexpected challenge of 
experience and proficiency. 

As he grows in both Experience and confidence, and as his skills im-
prove, a designer will inevitably become a lot more efficient and faster; 
an achievement which means that at the end of the day he should have 
less hours to bill bill per project. 

Improved technology coupled with the creative’s improved skills and ef-
ficiency create a situation where tasks or processes that in the years gone 
by used to take, perhaps hours and even days, can now be processed in a 
very short space of time or in a space of just a few minutes.
 
These efficiencies mean that, operating on a strictly time based billing 

Example
of a simple 
design -1

Example
of a simple design -1
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system, as the creative’s operations improve, as he becomes better at his 
work and as technology continues to improve, his income inevitably be-
comes less and less. Thus creating a situation where a highly skilled and 
experienced designer would end up billing well below the true value of his 
efforts, gradually working and “improving” himself into poverty.  

Economies of Scale
In Graphic Design
At the end of the day; using the time based billing model, the client would 
expect to pay less for superior service. This is obviously an undesirable 
situation for the designer. For the client this is a perfect situation to be in.

Ordinarily in any other industry or line of business, it would be a great and 
wonderful competitive advantage to achieve such efficiencies as to enable 
one to lower the price, while at the same time producing a much higher 
quality of product. After all, this is how we beat the competition isn’t it and 
make more money as we sell more of our quality product at reduced prices 
and/or bigger margins? The computer industry has made incredible profits 
from improving technology and efficiencies to levels that have enabled it 
to drastically drop product cost, thus, making it possible for the industry 
to place computers in the hands of billions of people.

So it is not surprising therefore that there are business people who, coming 
from a background of economies of scale,  will expect the same to happen 
with graphic design, but, there is one small challenge or difference. Graph-
ic Design is not a mass production business; printing (Reproduction/Du-
plicating) may be, but, graphic design is not. Although the two are related, 
they are not the same. Remember; printing is concerned with the mass 
reproduction of already designed artwork, simply and literally stamping 
out copies of a designer’s concepts and artwork. Although this may seem 
uncharitable to say, printing is in all practicality, little more than a sophis-
ticated duplication process to enable a wide distribution and sharing of a 
single creative concept or Graphic Design experience, which would oth-
erwise be inaccessible in its original format; as inaccessible as paintings in 
a gallery are to remote audiences. The printing is increasingly automated 
and fast with print runs ranging from anywhere between a few tens to mil-
lions of copies; A task which with improved technology has become very 
economical and can take as little as a few minutes to reproduce hundreds 
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of copies of artwork..

Graphic Design on the other hand is concerned only with the original 
development and design of the artwork. Only one final design (set) is pro-
duced per project. This may take anywhere from a couple of hours to days 
and even weeks or months, depending on project size or complexity.

Graphic Design is a highly specialised business of selling custom concepts 
and artwork which can only be sold once to one “client” or organisation. 

This is a client - creative, commissioned and customised artwork relation-
ship, based on exclusivity, in which the concepts of mass production and 
economies of scale do not apply as there is no where to spread the costs 
to. Therefore designers and clients must think more in terms of the overall 
value of the idea/concept or design in relation to the project to which it is 
applied and in relation to its enabling power in as far as the client’s success 
is concerned.
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Hand made, once off, specialist, made to order works of art, 
design or craft, can only have their cost of development and 
production as well as their value exchange, spread across a 
single individual or company.  This makes them a little pricey, 
especially if they involve research and development of unique 
concepts as they can only be sold once to one person or organisation.



THE BUSINESS OF GRAPHIC DESIGN

160 | Page Graphic Design | Riding The Consumer

GRAPHIC 
DESIGN
Graphic Concepts and Design can only be sold once to one client; 
A concept cannot be duplicated for reselling to various unrelated 
clients. It’s a one time exclusive deal with no opportunities of 
economies of scale
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(RE)
PRODUCTION
The products to which Graphic (and other forms of Industrial) Design are 
applied can be mass produced and sold to billions of people with some related 
fixed costs being spread over  billions of the duplicates. For example, the cost 
of design can be spread over the number of products produced over a certain 
period making its cost insignificant.

If you were to redesign the CocaCola branding 
(visual) today and charged US$1000 000.00 for 
the job and spread the cost over the 1,900,000,000 
bottles of cocacola sold per day, the impact on the 
retail price per bottle would be US$0.00 or more 
precisely 0.000526 cents per bottle
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Written for anyyone who has ever wondered how graph-
ic design works and its significance to commercial en-
terprise. This book is about the power of graphic design 
to influence and manupulate minds.

The book has been written in revolving style, to aid full 
comprehension in a single pass read through.


