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‘Gen Z is entering the workforce on their own terms, demanding change with a new sense of boldness not seen in previous generations.’


Business Insider, February 2022


‘Younger workers were hit hardest when the pandemic hit, entering an economy marked by a 14.7% unemployment rate, and 2021 grads had the hardest time finding a job last summer. But fast forward two years and one short-lived recession, and Gen Z is seizing the workforce in a way that shows they’ve already bounced back.’


Business Insider, February 2022


‘Gen Z prioritizes different values at work ... 42% of Gen Zers would rather be at a company that gives them a sense of purpose than one that pays more, while more millennials (49%) and Gen X (56%) would rather work for a company that pays more.’


Business Insider, February 2022
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Introduction



Much has changed since I had the idea for this book back in 2013. The first edition took nearly three years from pitch to shelf. This new edition took even longer, because each time I thought I had the new strategies all figured out, and found the perfect case studies to feature, things changed: new industries, new professions, new tech, new products, new forms of entertainment, new illnesses ...


The Covid-19 pandemic saw the world of work turned upside down in many predictable, and some less predictable, ways. There was working from home, agile working and remote learning, but we saw recruitment change too, from Zoom interviews to jobfishing, the employment scandal that saw dozens of creatives around the globe hoodwinked into working for a company that never existed.


But some things have not changed – the days of trading in your degree certificate for a nice safe job offer are (still) gone, and who knows if they will ever return? It is simply not enough to graduate anymore; the world demands more from you. You are the future, you are the next generation of entrepreneurs, design-thinkers, hyper-specialists and cultural agitators.


You have a role and you have a responsibility. It is no longer just about the world of design, it is about the design of your world!


You will be aware that the prospect of ‘finding work’ is tough. You will likely have heard nothing but horror stories since the economic downturn in 2008, followed by the impact of the global pandemic in 2020, yet you still chose a design degree, and you are still chasing that dream. Why? Because secretly, deep down, you know that the future will be led by free-thinking, forward-looking, rule-bending, problem-solving, question-asking social radicals, that’s why! Think about the biggest problems we face today: poverty, dwindling energy resources and war. It is design, not money, that has the potential to solve these problems.


Our educated youth are ethical souls; they want to make a living, sure, but they also want to leave a legacy of betterment behind them for future generations, not just a collection of pretty things to be listed and honoured and drooled over in class. They are a powerful force, and one that doesn’t plan on waiting for clients to commission them. They will be busy setting mousetraps of design excellence, subverting the balance of power away from those with the cash and towards those with the design ability. They are a hungry, motley, self-initiated crew, taking the world of work into their own hands. Gone are the days of ‘getting a job’ and welcomed is the age of ‘making a life’.


Since 2008 and the global economic collapse, when banks virtually stopped lending, the majority of businesses and individuals became more risk averse as a result. This had an apocalyptic effect on the approach to securing work in the design industry. In such difficult times, as often happens, diamonds form from coal, and this very trying situation spawned a generation of fierce go-getters. Now that the floodgates have been opened, the design job market will never be the same again! No one can say for sure that it was the recession alone that inspired this shift, but if it had not been the recession it would have been something else, eventually. The natural instinct for change and progress will always be present in the creative industries. These early-Millennial-graduate-2008-recession-stalwarts now make up the majority of the workforce (many with hiring power). They experienced a time of uncertainty, and one hopes they are mindful of this when opportunities arise to work with the Gen Z creatives who were hugely impacted by the pandemic. If you are reading this, then that is probably you, and the fact that those 2008 recession stalwarts understand and respect your resilience should give you comfort, whether they end up being your colleagues or your competition.


There is a long history in the design world of trailblazers – the rare few who, for fear or fashion, feel the need to radicalize the process – but prior to 2008 the conventional route into practice was DEGREE>CV>FOLIO>INTERVIEW>JOB. This is a sensible equation that, if followed, would almost certainly get you a job, somewhere. There were always the few who had secured work experience in summer breaks, impressed people, kept in touch and been offered some work straight after graduation, but most of us simply followed the rules and hoped to goodness that we would be fruitful in the end. Many were indeed lucky, until the jobs dried up. It was then that the strong and the inventive found new ways to approach clients, to set up a practice, to specialize, diversify and subvert the traditions. While terrifying to be in the midst of, this is the time when new traditions are made, legends begin and the clock restarts.


By way of strategy-driven chapters, this book tells the stories of the new-generation trailblazers within our changing world. We explore their strategies, are introduced to their working methods and hear how and why they chose to make their own way. You will hear the stories behind the inception of designers and founders from all around the world.


You are advised against simply copying ideas from the bright sparks featured here. This book has been written with the intention of educating and inspiring you, to open your eyes to the myriad opportunities available. If there is only one piece of information you take away from reading this book, let it be this: if you cannot find an opportunity that you like or want, you owe it to yourself to make your own!


As a former student of architecture in the UK, now with 18 years of experience in teaching different design courses around the country, I have a unique insight into the world of both design practice and education. Having entered the architecture profession after graduating in 2006, I followed the ‘traditional’ DEGREE>CV>FOLIO>INTERVIEW>JOB route, securing a job in a medium-size practice. Less than eighteen months later, and just three months before my final accreditation exams, I received my first redundancy letter. As a relatively new graduate, I fell into the last-one-in, first-one-out trap. As with many of the case studies featured in this book, I knew that I had tough decisions to make, and I saw this negative as an opportunity to ‘irritate the oyster’, to make my own way and find – no, create – the perfect job for me. This took years and generated many tears along the way. I experienced a crisis of confidence brought about by fear of the unknown, so I stuck to what I knew, I rinsed my (then small) network of contacts and quite simply persevered. I had to take jobs I did not enjoy in order to make ends meet, and I dedicated all my free time to making work, meeting new people and developing my personal brand (what people say about you when you’re not in the room).


I tried my hand at everything I could and then curated my working life based on my experiences. Today I spread my time between teaching, writing, designing and living. This recipe will not suit everyone, nor will it appear in the index of a careers manual, but for many like me, being in control of your destiny, being flexible, with the ability to spread risk, respond quickly and do something different every day is of the utmost importance.


One of my goals was to write a book to help others through some of the tough times I had experienced, and to reassure all those who don’t fit the little job-shaped boxes that everything is going to be okay. In fact, it’s going to be great. Boxes are for the ordinary, and who wants to be ordinary? The sooner I learned that not wanting the same things as everyone else made me unique, the sooner I realized I could become anything I wanted, even an author. What at one time I had perceived as my weakness ultimately became my greatest strength.


In researching the content and case studies for this book I scoured the globe for individuals taking their lives into their own hands. I have conducted interviews with every person in this book (and many more), as well as quizzing academics and leading industry professionals. I have rinsed my (now considerably larger) network of contacts and drained every single favour. With this new edition, there is also a greater focus on diversity of character, professions, voices and educational channels.
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Self-promotion



There was a time when expressing your strengths was considered egotistical or unsightly, or as ‘showing off’. Many designers struggle with the idea of promoting themselves, but you need to make yourself visible in a competitive industry, right? Has social media changed all that?


Design firms receive an abundance of CVs and applications daily. So what can be done to make yours stand out? Most people put ‘creative and hard-working’ on their CV, but there is no better way to get that message across than to show an employer how creative and hard-working you really can be. Designers around the globe are becoming more and more imaginative in making themselves seen and heard, ensuring that potential employers and clients understand just how creative they are.


Your personal brand is powerful; it is what makes you who you are. In a tough market, the first hurdle is making sure that you are seen and remembered – for the ‘right’ reasons.









Strategy:



Don’t be led by your audience


Catherine Unger


Since the start of Catherine Unger’s career as an art director and 2D artist for computer games, she has worked on more than fifteen award-winning game titles, five of which received BAFTA nominations, and was both selected as a BAFTA Breakthrough (2020) and recognized as one of Apple’s Ones to Watch (2021). It all began when Catherine and her sister drew comics as children, trying their best to make each other laugh. Now in her spare time she creates illustrations that she shares online with her 50,000 followers, and she continues to use social media as the primary way to promote herself.
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The Doubting Dog






Experience



My first experience of showing my art to others was between me and my sister when we were growing up. We would spend days drawing our own Dragon Ball Z comics for each other, trying to see who could make the other one laugh the most. I think this was a transformative time for both of us, as my sister also went on to make art for a living. It was my first taste of how having an audience can really drive creativity and push you to do better.
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‘It’s good to challenge yourself, but if you can find a method that works better for you, then follow your gut.’


Catherine Unger


At university, where I studied illustration and animation, we used to have critiques at the end of each project where we would present our work to the whole class and our tutors. I didn’t enjoy them one bit. I remember a room full of eyes and pensive faces staring back at me while I tried to convince them that what I had created was ‘good’. It felt like a public execution. No matter how many times I did these critique sessions, they never became easier, and the anxiety leading up to them strangled my creativity. By the end of the course, I had fallen out of love with my own work, because I had moved so far away from my own processes in order to appease a room full of other people. My work wasn’t mine anymore.


During this period, the only place I felt more relaxed presenting my art was on websites like DeviantArt and Tumblr. In my head, it felt more private sharing work this way, although some people would argue that the internet is more public! The separation of the computer screen between me and my audience helped me compartmentalize the experience to be less personal, because I wasn’t waiting for a live reaction.
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Tangle Tower
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Designs for the mansion in Tangle Tower
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Character design for Tangle Tower





I’ve heard people express how sharing work online can feel the exact opposite for them, that the thought of presenting art to the wider world can be terrifying. I try to visualize posting art like throwing a pebble off a cliff: once it’s out there, it is out of my hands and all I can do is see how it lands. Just click the share button and detach. In most cases, the worst thing that can happen is that it doesn’t receive many likes. Then I move on.


I think this is the reason why my preferred method of promoting myself is through social media. I will occasionally participate in networking events or presentations, but it’s not how I make the best impression. Like many artists, I am socially anxious in real life. Promoting myself online helps me cheat my own insecurities and saves more room in my head to create art.


I rarely feel apologetic for deviating from more popular methods of being successful in this business, because I’ve found other ways to do things that feel less socially intimidating and could even reach a larger audience. Creating a video on YouTube could find audiences all over the world as opposed to doing a talk at a single event where only a certain number of people are in attendance. It’s not better, it’s just different. I always try to encourage people to find the way that keeps them enthusiastic. It’s good to challenge yourself, but if you can find a method that works better for you, then follow your gut. There’s no faster way to kill your drive than doing things you don’t want to do all the time because you think you have to.




[image: Illustration]


Gibbon: Beyond the Trees
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Character design for Gibbon: Beyond the Trees





Advice


When I decided to take the leap to be a freelance game artist, I was leaving my first ever industry job and had no clue whether I would find work. We’ve all heard of freelancers experiencing droughts where they struggle to find work, and I wanted to avoid being in a situation where I couldn’t pay my bills.


I took on more work than I had time for and settled for gigs that paid a lot less than I could afford. This scarcity mindset meant I ended up working at weekends and into the evenings on a regular basis, taking very few breaks. I had very high expectations of myself. This way of working wasn’t sustainable. One day, I started to notice an ache in my drawing hand and it never really went away. Eventually, I was unable to draw.
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