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  OVERVIEW
The graphic design agency. It turns out, 
this picture was a lot harder to get than 
you’d think. I guess it’s no longer fashion-
able to show pictures of your studio online. 
This picture is of an architecture studio 
named CORE. It looked close enough.

The graphic design agency has essentially 
remained unchanged for the last hundred 
years. Any seasoned designer, no matter 
how progressive, will tell you “how it’s 
done” and usually finds themselves follow-
ing the workflow and studio models they 
were trained to follow, even if they don’t 
know why.

Currently, a design studio operates 
through a top-down model where orders 
are passed from one step in to the next 
until a finished product is released into 
the world. The process looks like a typical 
assembly line:

1. RESEARCH

2. CONCEPT

3. DESIGN

4. REFINEMENT

5. PRODUCTION
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 STRUCTURE AND BOUNDARY
The studio is typically broken up into three 
main buckets, based on net effect of the 
roles, no matter how different.

The first is the owner or principal level. HR is 
there because they concern themselves with 
the roles of everybody in the organization.

Then comes operations. Their sole purpose 
is to make sure that everything runs smooth-
ly, whether storage, media playback, 
telephones, coffee, and sometimes lunch.

The next group is the creative group. This 
is where everybody focuses because they 
provide the service that clients pay for. Their 
groups is often the most complex with rigid 
rules of hierarchy and job descriptions.

Last is the management. They are respon-
sible for keeping the group solvent. Business 
development brings new clients (money) 
in and accounting makes sure that money 
goes to the right places. In business, legal is 
in the game of making assurances.

The boundary of the agency is socially 
porous but in business it is pretty solid.

The main openings are business develop-
ment, accounting, and production. Projects, 
time and money flow through here.

The legal department is the he physical 
boundary to the agency. They determine 
exactly what the limits are to the conceptual 
work and possible crossover. The concep-
tual boundary to the agency and the projects 
are the project managers. They determine 
access and how much information flows in 
and out of the studio in real time.
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 FUNCTION
Since the graphic design agency is split 
into three buckets, their functions can be 
split into three as well. Each function is like 
the act of the studio breathing, with inputs 
and outputs on a regular basis. In some 
cases, the outputs of one group are the 
inputs of another, like money. While some 
of the buckets may not be clear at first 
glance, they were chosen based on net 
effect of the role.

Those that keep the studio running, 
are operations.

Those that make product, are creatives.

Those that handle the studio’s assets, 
are management.



  BEHAVIOR
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The behavior reflects the three parts of an 
agency as well, but behavior charts are 
more relevant when plotted together on 
one graph.

Operations is a constant flurry of activity. 
Rarely do they have a down day. However, 
because of their constant motion, they 
also rarely go into overdrive. Simply put, 
they don’t need to, they planned ahead.

The creatives follow a path with lots of 
peaks and valleys. Their time is deadline 
-oriented and tends to go into high 
activity right before a deadline. However, 
their larger trend is to start with a bang 
and taper off as main deliverables are met 
and interest in a new project sets in.

While no less busy, the management 
group has the least variable activity line. 
They are well scheduled and have clearly 
defined roles which have to a great extent 
been planned. Some of their tasks are tied 
to external factors which are rock solid, 
like tax day, which are easy to plan for.
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Shown to the left is the system around 
the agency design process. While there 
is overlap, the current design model 
determines which roles are active when. 
For instance, the strategists have little 
to do after the strategy phase and often 
move to the next project upon delivery 
of the brief. The same goes for business 
development and production.

The creative brief is also portrayed as a 
separate project that informs design rather 
than a living document that is a project 
deliverable. In the current model, strategy 
has no life of it’s own, though some clients 
do request only strategic solutions.

As this is a print project, the physical 
inputs (after talent) are paper, water, 
and ink. There is also the added role of 
the printer’s representative/broker. The 
outputs are mostly waste management-
oriented. However, the intended output 
is actually communication and education 
through beauty, not paper waste. This is 
universal for graphic design. The agency 
that can grasp this as their deliverable 
rather than a brochure or an annual 
report will be well-suited for change.

But, how do studios change? How do 
they change their system around to be 
better prepared for what may come on 
the horizon? The current model has flaws 
which do not lend themselves well to 
sustainability or economic changes. 
What can studios do to adapt?

 SYSTEM AND PROCESS
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 REPRESENTATION : : LIVING SYSTEM
The first thing is to change perspectives. 
When the design system is looked at as a 
living system (rather than an assembly line) 
and the roles of each member of the 
studio are compared to biological roles, 
the system can be reorganized in a myriad 
of ways.

What lies shaded at the bottom of the 
page are the current structure models, 
appearing on previous pages. Configuring 
them as living system subsystems as a 
guide, gives them the look of a filtering 
system. Many of the roles become 
symbiotic and the actual design process 
becomes collective.

What can we do with this…?,
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 STRATEGY : : DIVERSITY
Diversity is key for nature to thrive. 
By extension, all systems thrive on 
diversity in one respect or another.

This can naturally be applied to studios 
as a strategy for agencies to survive and 
thrive. Far from being everything to every-
body or “all under one roof,” diversity as a 
strategy is one where the agency remains 
agile and adaptive to change.

The graphic design industry currently 
favors extreme specialization, which 
reinforces the linear model of execution, 
but seeking a variety of types of projects 
translates into better preparedness for 
changes in the economy and technology. 
It also creates an enthusiastic and inspired 
workforce, eager to meet new projects 
and learn how to solve new problems.

Strategic and execution diversity can be 
used to bolster the work of the subsystem 
too. There is more than one way to skin a 
cat and the more methods are researched 
and presented, the more favorable the 
agency looks. This also presents a great 
method for designing for locality. Many 
executions mean many solutions that may 
work better in many places.

For the supersystem, diversity can be very 
helpful too. Agencies usually pitch “to the 
account,” trying to anchor the well-funded 
client and reoccurring jobs, but getting 
multiple clients offers security economically 
and a stronger range of abilities (knowing 
how to design for a brand’s market is as 
important as making beautiful graphics.
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  APPLICATION : : MODULARITY
The current form of the agency (and by 
extension the process) moves everything 
in a linear process. Roles at the beginning 
like strategy and concept development 
have little interaction with stuff at the end, 
like production and printing.

Different roles in the design process 
should be grouped together, like teams 
where each member has their own capa-
bilities. In theory, an agency selects their 
“design teams” for various projects, but 
they are just getting representatives of 
each area to be point-people for stages in 
their process. Essentially, they are building 
the team to fit their process model.

If the roles are perceived more like lego 
pieces rather than cogs in a machine, 
agency leaders could build more appro-
priately to the task at hand, lending their 
roles from tip to tail of the project.

Taking this one step further, modularity 
can scale up and down through systems.

At the subsystem level, projects can be 
made modular, with designers switching 
out parts in a planned fashion, instead of 
recreating the wheel or haphazardly “pull-
ing elements” just like a painter’s palette.

At the supersystem level, studios and 
agencies can work in a modular fashion. 
Building partnerships with other agencies 
and building teams comprised of mem-
bers from multiple studios will allow ideas 
and expertise to flow freely and raise the 
quality of projects.
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