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Introduction 



“Difficult situations breed astonishing results.”

— Jeffrey Veen 



Have you ever struggled to complete a design project on time? Or felt that having a tight deadline stifled your capacity for maximum creativity? This book is for you.

Within these pages, you’ll find eighty creative challenges to help you reach a breadth of innovative design solutions, in various media, within any set time period. By completing these challenges, you’ll round out your skills by exploring projects along the full continuum of design disciplines, from the bread and butter of branding and collateral to the wild world of advertising to the user-centered practices of creating interactive projects. Along the way, we’ll take brief forays into wayfinding, editorial design, video and motion graphics, and many other areas of our continually expanding practice.

To aid you in conquering these challenges, I’ll provide useful brainstorming techniques and strategies for success. By road-testing these techniques as you attempt each challenge, you’ll find new and more effective ways of solving tough design problems and bringing your solutions to life.

BECOMING MORE CREATIVE TAKES PRACTICE 

Designers are often encouraged to bluff their way through unfamiliar deliverables in order to bootstrap their way toward a stable career, and my experience was no different. My first decade as a designer was humbling. A typical day in the life looked like this:

Two fresh logo sketches for your new wine bar by tomorrow? Catalog cover designs for your cruise line’s venture into South America? Home and secondary page user interface examples for a technology consulting web site by Friday? No problem. I’ll figure things out before I collapse on my keyboard, exhausted, at 2:00 A.M.

During those years in the trenches, I discovered that:

Failure is a necessary component of creativity.

Well-seasoned designers understand that resilience in the face of repeated failure is the only path to success. Improving as a designer requires us to consciously choose to explore novel territory as part of our daily work. David Kelley from IDEO calls this “enlightened trial and error,” and it is the best way to seek out a great result that fulfills your client’s business need.

Process is more important than the final product.

As architect Matthew Frederick notes, “Being process-oriented, not product-driven, is the most important and difficult skill for a designer to develop.” Being aware of your working process as a designer and reshaping it to fit the problem presented to you is a lifelong practice that will define your career. However, don’t forget what Mark Rolston of frog design says:



Topics Covered in This Book 

Trying these eighty challenges will take you on a trip through most of today’s prominent design disciplines. They’re organized into the following categories:

FOUNDATION SKILLS 

copywriting 

design history 

grid systems 

illustration 

paper engineering 

photography 

physical prototyping 

research 

typography 

WORK DISCIPLINES 

Advertising and Marketing 

guerrilla tactics 

online ads 

out of home ads 

print ads 

posters 

TV commercials 

Branding 

annual reports 

collateral 

identity development 

product packaging 

Editorial and Film 

book covers 

magazine layout 

music packaging 

film posters 

Interactive Media 

information architecture 

interaction storyboarding 

user interface design 

Product Design 

Store Design and Wayfinding 

environmental graphics 

retail store experiences 

trade show booths 

wayfinding 

Type Design 

Video and Motion Graphics 

hand animation 

storyboarding 




“Plans are no substitute for the real thing… Process is a means to an end. Our purpose is to create.”

Rote repetition rarely leads to deep design intuition.

Your design process consists of the living, breathing flow of actions that you take—some conscious, some unconscious—as part of solving a client problem. As you repeat similar types of design projects, you become more proficient in identifying which of these actions lead to a well-designed result. But we radically improve our skills when we are forced outside of our comfort zone and asked to solve problems that seem foreign, or use tools or methods that seem alien to us.

You’ll never have enough time to work on a paid client project.

Having less time to work on a project can lead to more creative results, if you’re smart about how you use that time. We often expend a good part of our projects bemoaning our lack of time to solve a client problem, rather than fully using our time to confront it. Deadlines come fast and furious, no matter whether you are a solo designer, work in-house at a company or have a role at a design firm or creative agency. Client deliverables will always verge outside your areas of expertise.  A designer’s career is more like a marathon than a series of sprints, and maintaining a productive, yet creative pace is the only way you’ll stay sane.

Designers become more creative by learning to access their intuition.

We become better designers when our design skills are grounded in intuition. One of my favorite designers, Paul Rand, said, “The fundamental skill [of a designer] is talent. Talent is a rare commodity. It’s all intuition. And you can’t teach intuition.” That’s true. You can’t teach intuition in a classroom lecture. But you can become more intuitive by solving wildly divergent design problems in a disciplined manner.

UNDER CONSTRAINTS, CREATIVITY THRIVES 

Completing the eighty challenges in this book and abiding by the unique constraints of each design problem will force you to confront your inner critic and improve your working habits in order to keep the pace, as well as develop a clearer sense of how to access your design intuition in the pursuit of more meaningful design concepts and visual executions. It will also teach you to embrace failure as part of your working process, and to become more confident in your capacity to create meaningful designs in any time frame.

These are worthwhile goals for anyone seeking a long-term career in design. Rather than being endlessly driven by the fear that you may not have enough talent to be the next über-designer of the century, you can be confident that you have the necessary skills to solve a greater breadth of design problems.

HOW TO COMPLETE A CHALLENGE 

Getting Started 

Before diving into solving a challenge, read it carefully. They’ve been crafted to test your design skills regarding everything from visual aesthetics to nuanced business strategy to product innovation. You may need to conduct research before you can complete the challenges in the last third of the book.
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What Tools Will You Use?

Here are some of the tools you can use when executing these creative challenges:

PRODUCTION TOOLS 

black marker 

colored markers and pencils 

colored paper 

craft knife 

cutting mat 

glue 

needle and thread 

pencils 

ruler 

tracing paper 

transparent tape 

DIGITAL TOOLS 

digital camera or mobile device 

visual design software, such as 

     Adobe Creative Suite 




About the Time Limit 

Each challenge includes a time limit for how long you can spend on idea generation. Within this time limit, you should be exploring a range of ideas with pencil sketches. Working with pencil and paper is the fastest way to land on a direction for a compelling design execution.

“Ask any great designer and they’ll tell you they always doodle and generally start any design assignment by drawing,” says design manager and strategist Daniel Schutzsmith. Creative director Carrie Byrne concurs: “By quickly sketching out ideas, the poor ones fade quickly from priority without wasting precious time executing them.”

Moving From Sketch to Design Execution 

After the time limit is up, gather the necessary tools and start executing the deliverables outlined in the challenge. Be sure to run your selected idea through the final litmus test: Is it meaningful? Experience designer, teacher and author Nathan Shedroff says 

“Meaning is the most significant and powerful element of whatever people create for others.” If your idea has deep meaning, it will encourage a more beautiful expression in the final design.

Should you jump into Adobe Illustrator, or reach for colored paper, scissors and glue? Based on what the challenge requires, your tools may vary. You can even explore mixing mediums or inventing a new way of executing your design idea. (Some of the challenges may require it!)

“Hybridize your tools in order to build unique things,” says designer Bruce Mau. “Even simple tools that are your own can yield entirely new avenues of exploration. Remember, tools amplify our capacities, so even a small tool can make a big difference.”

Know When to Move On 

Don’t become hung up on having a final, polished result for every challenge in this book. Your time is better spent attempting to solve all of the challenges with pencil and paper first.

This can be a real struggle if you’re used to using a computer for your everyday design work. “There’s something about sitting down and finessing an idea on the computer that can make it harder to let go of an idea that’s just not working. Even when you know it’s not!” says book designer Michel Vrana.

Whether you’re executing the design for a business card or a complicated web site, your first stab at execution rarely feels complete. So, after you’ve undertaken your first attempt at realizing your idea via the appropriate medium, take a moment to evaluate if your concept holds up. If you aren’t making progress, feel free to move on to another challenge.

DESIGNING FASTER BY TIMEBOXING 

As you work on the creative challenges in this book, you’ll end up throwing some of your accumulated knowledge about your design process out the window. No single designer can be an expert in all of these disciplines and types of projects—especially within the provided time limits. After completing a few dozen challenges, you may be forced into new ways of thinking about how to approach specific design activities. As a result, your process—from the way you approach a problem to how it is executed  in layout—will evolve. In a sense, you’ll start to design how you do design.

One of the ways you can definitely speed up your process is by using a time management technique called timeboxing. This technique is regularly used in the world of software development, but it’s also useful for any creative professional looking to produce better work faster. The activity of timeboxing will teach you to switch on your creativity at will and to think more intuitively.

What Is Timeboxing?

In its simplest form, timeboxing is the use of short, structured sprints to achieve stated idea generation goals. That is, you use little boxes of time. When presented with a deadline, you take the first few minutes of the allotted time to plan out a series of manageable steps that have tangible work output, such as a set number of design ideas or sketches.

Why Should I Use Timeboxing?

Timeboxing is a great way to put structure around solving a design problem while avoiding the risk of aimless or unfocused idea generation. By stating your intent at the start of your process to solve a design problem, you can dismantle a thorny challenge into easily digestible nibbles. Working within a timebox forces you to focus and fill the time with your effort, which is great for days full of distractions. Any designer who struggles to meet deadlines can easily benefit from using this approach. The more you use timeboxing, the more effective you’ll become as a creative thinker, and the less time you’ll need to come up with a viable design idea.

How Do I Get Started?

Timeboxing requires you to plan the activities you’ll be carrying out in each box, and that you step through them in the sequence you’ve prescribed. As an example, here’s what it looked like when I solved Challenge 61, TechnoYoga:

Timeboxes for TechnoYoga / 120 minutes 
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I recommend setting a timer with an alarm and training yourself to finish the deliverables in each timebox before the alarm goes off.

What Duration Should I Use for My Timeboxes?

Brief timeboxes are great for ideation and evaluation—ten to twenty minutes at most. As you attempt the challenges in this book, split the provided time limit into discrete activities and time them independently. The more time you give yourself, the less likely you’ll be able to focus.

What Results Should I Expect?

Adopt this activity at your own pace. The first half-dozen times you try timeboxing, be realistic about the quality and quantity of output you can generate. Don’t give up until you’ve given it a fair shake! It will take some practice for this activity to feel comfortable,  and there will always be occasions when you’ll need to stop and work out details that couldn’t be resolved in the time you had allotted.



Ideate, Evaluate, Iterate 

Build time into your idea generation process to evaluate your design sketches. Don’t fall in love with the first idea that seems to emerge magically from your mechanical pencil or Sharpie. Be willing to rethink your freshest ideas to see if there are any new, unexplored directions that will spawn even better ones.

The SCAMPER checklist is a time-tested tool that will help you. If you have a few strong ideas, putting them through this checklist will confirm their strength—and maybe even create some brand-new ideas.

Substitute something 

Combine it with something else 

Adapt something to it 

Modify or Magnify it 

Put it to some other use 

Eliminate something 

Reverse or Rearrange it 

This idea synthesis checklist was suggested by Alex Osborn, the advertising executive who coined the word “brainstorm.” It was arranged into the SCAMPER mnemonic by writer Bob Eberle. 



USING BRAINSTORMING METHODS 

Being Creative on a Deadline 

I’ve read through my first challenge. I’m ready to embark on my first twenty minutes of brainstorming.  The timer is running. The blank page yawns before me like the arctic tundra… 

Being creative on demand is, well, demanding. Sometimes the ideas won’t flow without a little extra prodding of the brain cells.

If the idea of being creative under a deadline seems scary, use these brainstorming methods in your time-boxes as you solve the challenges in this book. They’ll help you kick-start creative thoughts within a matter of minutes.

In brainstorming, everything in your mind is dumped on the page, much like emptying a drawer full of curiosities onto the floor. This yields clusters of words, pictures and ideas that suggest possible design directions. By avoiding formal logic and embracing impulse, all sorts of unusual ideas bubble to the surface. Once the notebook page is full, you can sift those elements to identify what may be of use.

Be sure to save the raw material from your brainstorms for potential use later. Often, these raw ideas end up informing your final designs and enhance the result.

Mind Mapping 

This brainstorming method allows individuals or groups to identify a range of ideas quickly in a freeform manner.

1. In the center of your page, place the key point of focus for your brainstorm. It could be an insight or intuition that you gleaned from your research, a simple restatement of the problem or a potential direction for your solution.

2. Write words related to your key insight in the empty space around the center, radiating outward. If you run out of concepts, write down related things, opposites or thoughts that may seem unrelated.
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Sean Baker and Lenny Vella utilized mind mapping for the Free Association challenge.

3. Expand upon relationships in the ideas that emerge from the various nodes; circle and group elements as necessary.

4. Distill big ideas from the map and run them through the SCAMPER checklist before starting to sketch out possible design executions.

Word Listing 

This is an alternate method of mind mapping that has more structure and can yield quicker results.

1. On a sheet of paper, make three columns. In the first column, write as many concepts or terms as possible related to your point of focus for your design.

2. In the second column, pick an idea that interests you from the first column and write down a series of words related to it.

3. In the third column, write down words that are the opposite of the material you included in column one.

4. Circle and connect relationships that span columns one through three. Then, distill those  connected words into big ideas and run them through the SCAMPER checklist before you start sketching possible design executions.

Picture Association 

This is another kind of mind mapping that relies on pictures as a source of raw material.

1. Print out photographs and illustrations that feel related to the project. This can include material from online image search engines, design inspiration resources and magazines, art books, stock web sites and image bookmarking web sites like FFFFOUND! (ffffound.com).

2. Arrange your images in groups or clusters that seem to speak to one another, then write words around the clusters that describe the essential messages they convey.

3. From these groups, distill your findings into possible directions or design sketches and run them through the SCAMPER checklist before sketching full execution ideas.

Brutethink 

This brainstorming technique is included in the book Thinkertoys by Michael Michalko, and it’s good to use at times when you’re really stuck. Human beings have a tendency to find relationships between things whose meanings seem to be in direct conflict. The tension between those sparring words or images, and the ensuing friction in your mind, forms the sparks that can ignite more novel concepts.

1. Come up with a seed word related to the overall project (or an old one that you couldn’t get to “activate”).

2. Write down the first random thing that pops into your mind.

3. Hold both words in your mind, then find as many ways as possible to (intuitively) associate the idea and the random word. See what words, images and overarching concepts begin to emerge.

Idea Inversion 

If you’ve been brainstorming and none of your ideas inspire you, try this method. Take a concept that’s not quite working and envision its exact opposite in every  way. Write out the opposing attributes, and draw that new idea. Compare the new idea to what you started with, then mix and match elements from both to inspire new possibilities.

Free-Form Sketching 

Draw pictures, words and layout ideas in a free-form, associative way. Every five minutes, step back, assess and refocus on an element on the page that suggests further possibilities. This method often inspires new possibilities when you work with another designer and swap your notebooks mid-brainstorm.

Design Role Playing 

In tandem with another designer, friend or relative, act out how your client’s product or service could be used in the real world. Observe, react and question your behavior in order to glean insight from the experience and inspire possible design ideas. This method is very effective in helping people to envision design ideas for novel products or interactive experiences.

Yes, And… 

Provide a group with a problem to solve. The first person who comes up with a possible solution shares it  with the group. Then, go around the room clockwise and continue to evolve that solution without judgment by saying, “Yes, and,” then adding to it. Have one person record the solutions as the group morphs the original idea into something new. When the evolved idea returns to its original maker, consider ways to invert the idea and see what happens. I observed this method in a collaborative brainstorm led by Steve Portigal at a design conference.
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One of my classes used Design Role Playing to help solve the Touch Screen of Deaf Rock challenge.


Designer Mad Libs 

You know that game Mad Libs, where you fill in the blanks with words? Create a simple Mad Lib for your project that describes your concept. Your Mad Lib could be phrased like this: My ___________ is like ___________ because ___________. Try writing different words in the blanks and see what stories emerge. Or ask random people to fill in the blanks and work from their ideas.

Future Thinking 

Stop brainstorming in the here and now and start exploring the future. If your project concepts were going to appear one year in the future, what would they look like? Removing the constraint of what’s possible from a real-world standpoint can sometimes give you more space to roam in a design exploration.

Blank Bubbles 

Sketch your target audience like they’re in a cartoon, complete with empty speech balloons and potential activities that they might be taking part in. Add dialogue to the speech balloons, just like you’re writing a comic book. What kind of story is this person telling you? This also works well if you put a picture of your intended audience in a photo frame on your desk, then place sticky notes around it with possible things they are saying to you. You can keep the photo for the life of the design project, changing the dialogue as the project evolves.



Don’t Draw—Use Design Sketching 

Design sketching isn’t formal drawing or illustration. It’s a way to rapidly record and explore visual ideas.

Many of us learned to draw things beautifully in a photorealistic way. This is often considered a cost of entry for being a designer. As each of us learned to draw, we evolved our own style and approach as to how we rendered elements in an illustration. These drawing habits can increase the expressiveness of what peers up at us from the page. But using our illustration skills for sketching designs can lead to overestimating the quality of the idea itself. The quality of your sketch should never hide a weak idea.

By using rough design sketching as you tackle the challenges in this book, you can quickly consider layout and grid use, select type styles and applications, determine the art direction of photography and illustration, and draft copy for your final execution, all before you even come near a computer. Even the most adept Adobe Photoshop artists and Illustrator whiz kids need to do some form of preplanning when under deadline. Most design ideas can be iterated more quickly on paper.

Being aware of the fidelity of your design sketching can have a big impact on the speed at which you can render ideas, as well as the number of ideas you can place on the page. If you take too much time polishing a single idea in a sketch, you may miss a better idea that decided not to wait around for you to finish.





Also, please visit CreativeWorkshopTheBook.com for more challenges, downloadable worksheets, and a free teacher’s guide for classroom and corporate use.
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