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Dedication


To your brilliant career




“To be yourself in a wold that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment” -Ralph Waldo Emerson


“Never forget that building your own brand is about determining the things that make you different from every other designer, and shining a white-hot spotlight on them.” -Drew Davies, Owner, Oxide Design Co.


CHAPTER ONE


YOUR UNIQUE SENSE AND SENSIBILITY


Branding


What if people could evaluate your talent and skill based only on shapes and colors? What if people could understand your essence through one visual symbol? Or a short social media profile?


That is the task--to build a personal (subjective) visual identity from symbolic graphic elements and parts. Define your essence through design and words. Define your essence in a few shapes. The resulting shapes may look deceptively simple because they are a result of a complex distillation process, a concentrated condensation of who you are into a design. To develop and produce a visual and verbal response to a personal identity communication problem, you must discern meaning from information, go through creative and conceptual processes drawing upon information, research and iterations of creations boiled down into a solution, which has been shaped by layers of meaning. Every word and every graphic element tells.


You may not feel like a brand. You’re an individual, not a cookie or a car. You may not even be a big fan of using branding terms for individuals--not even for famous individuals such as Jennifer Lopez or John Grisham.


To secure a creative career, however, you have to be a “recognizable type of something,” which is how one dictionary defines brand. To break through, you need to make an indelible impression on your audience. And that’s what this book will help you do.


Building your own brand entails using your design expertise to create an original visual and verbal identity for yourself. You are not a corporation so your identity should not look like a corporate identity. Nor are you exactly like every other designer, so your bio shouldn’t read like anyone else’s. Your typography, composition and copy should reflect your design sense and sensibility. There are many admirable portfolios out there. An engaging personal brand identity can ensure notice of yours.


Transmedia Storytelling


Creating a transmedia personal branding program entails weaving some common threads through all visual and verbal components across media, with the understanding that each medium can offer unique brand experiences for the audience. This means you have to formulate and create a strategic and unified program. Rather than approaching individual formats (such as your visual identity or website design) as isolated design solutions, it is a strategic imperative to see every expression and platform--from the visual identity to the self-promotions--as a contributor to the entire branding. This cohesive approach is critical to creating an experience based on your unique visual and verbal presence.


Why do you need to tell a story? Context. Human interest. A brand story tells the world precisely who you are and what you have to offer.


Whether in the form of song lyrics (regardless of genre--rock, rap, opera, pop, R&B, country); fiction or films, documentaries or video games, people love stories and find meaning in stories.


There’s a reason you see human interest stories on the news. In his book, The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us Human, Jonathan Gottschall writes, “Human minds yield helplessly to the suction of story.”


People more easily remember a story well told as opposed to remembering a list or facts. Gottschall writes, “We all have a life story that defines us--a narrative that describes who we are and how we got this way. But our comically unreliable self-narration is underpinned by boldly fictionalized memories. We are our stories, and those stories are more truthy than true.” (http://jonathangottschall.com/big-ideas/)


To tell a story, you don’t have to be a writer. A single image can tell a story. Image plus words can tell a story, as they do in advertising or single-panel cartoons (just think of The New Yorker cartoons) or on book covers or posters. Certainly, we can also use motion graphics or an illustration to tell a story.


The cumulative effect of a visual and verbal identity tells a story about your personality, sense, sensibility, skills--it defines you and how you got that way. Can you literally tell a story? Sure. Can you tell a story cobbled together with words and images? Of course. Forming a story as the underpinning of what you do will help congeal your identity, help people seize on your identity. You are the lead character in this story.


Your Strategy


Strategy is the core tactical underpinning of branding, uniting all your planning for every visual and verbal expression. The brand strategy defines your personality and promise. Who are you? What value do you promise to deliver?


Strategy also differentiates you from the competition by defining your “position” against the competition. You can formulate a construct--a core strategic concept that positions you (in an employer’s or client’s mind) against the competition--based on any insight into your own qualities or expertise, or on a personal attribute, such as originality, heritage, wit, or wisdom.


Several factors must be considered when formulating your strategy:


Differentiation: You create a unique visual and verbal presence.


Authenticity/Ownership: You “own” an identifiable attribute, quality, personality, or posture.


Consistency: Your construct is used across media, creating a coherent personal brand voice and tone in all verbal and visual communication. (Don’t think of it as “matched luggage” but there should be coherence.)


Relevance: The branding is based on an insight into you and your target audience.







Advice from Alberto Romanos


http://albertoromanos.com


Designing your personal brand is arguably the toughest task for a designer, as you are your own client. You might think you know yourself very well, but you will be surprised.


It´s not who you think you are, but what others will think you are. The closer these two things are, the better you have managed to do it.


Ask yourself:


What are your values? What is your approach? Pick what is differentiating and likeable out of your answers and run with them.


Ask yourself where your brand is going to live; where are the touch points? You might need business cards, but you will also have to consider social media and portfolio websites, or even the emails you send, where there’s little room for customization.


Visually speaking:


Do you really need a logo?


Do you wear the same shirt every day?


If you go for a logo, do you need to explain it? Yes?


Start again.


As well as the visual side of it, think about the tone of voice. Think about the media that fits your personality best.


--Alberto Romanos








Codify who you are, your promise, and your position into a core concept that becomes your strategy. To determine your strategy, it helps to answer some key questions in the form of a design brief:


Question 1: What is your goal? Specifically articulate your aim.


Question 2: Who is the core audience? Identify the people who comprise your core audience in order to form relevant design concepts.


Question 3: What would you like the core audience to think about you? Determine one clear thought you want the audience to have when they experience your brand identity.


Question 4: What is the key emotion that will build a relationship with the core audience? Identify one emotion that people ought to feel most about you from the brand experiences you construct.


Question 5: What specific information, concepts, visuals and design will assist in this? Ensure people form an accurate and positive opinion of you based on your visual and verbal identity.


Question 6: What is at the core of your brand personality? Form one well-defined authentic essence.


Question 7: What media will best facilitate your goal? Where do the people you want to reach spend the most time?


Question 8: What is your budget? Budget affects media selection and will affect many of your other decisions, including the cost of building a website, paper selection or substrates for print, as well as the number of colors for print.


Question 9: What is the single most important take away? Establish the single most important message to convey in the form of a single thought.


Question 10: What do you want the audience to do? Define the call to action. (Does your self-promotional piece drive people to visit your website, or to call you, or to email you?)


“A brand identity is a lot more complex than what you feel or have done, it is in fact how you think.” -Dany Lennon, Founder/President, The Creative Register


Goals of a Personal Brand Identity


Strategically, a visual identity should be:




	
Identifiable: The design is distinguishable (it’s yours and not John’s or Maria’s or wouldn’t easily fit a thousand other designers).


	
Memorable: The verbal components and the visual (type, imagery and color palette) are coherent and easily remembered.


	
Distinctive: The name, shapes, forms and colors are uniquely characteristic to you and differentiate you from the competition.


	
Flexible: The design and copy are tailored for specific media and flexible enough to be tailored for each medium.





About You


If you have a point of departure to determine your visual and verbal identity, that’s good--start there. If you don’t, this chapter offers many ways to develop one.


Nearly any “About Me” section of a website is dull (as well as too long) when it could be fascinating or clever--an authentic statement about the individual. Any personal brand identity is an “About Me” enterprise. So let’s tackle this aspect first. Let’s dissect you:




	
Your training: your sense, what you know, your collective educational experiences, how you think, how you see, how you visualize what you see


	
Your personality: your epitomizing traits


	
Your promise: what you will deliver as a result of your expertise: your insights, designs, writing, art and code, creations


	
Your artistic vision: your sensibility, what you bring to the party, your unique point of view, how you think, design, and how you perceive things





Bring these four components together to develop your “About Me” story. The final form of the narrative may be a synthesis of these components or a combination of them. It’s also possible that only one component will communicate well enough to represent you. Twist or turn them. Edit. Delete. Combine.


Painting a Designer’s Self-Portrait


“Who am I as a designer?” and “How can I communicate who I am?” are not easy questions for most of us to answer. Perhaps related questions can help you articulate answers to these questions:




	What are two or three distinctive traits, or ways of thinking or creating that make me the designer I am?


	How do I want to present myself professionally?


	How do I want people to perceive me?


	How can I visually express those qualities that make me distinctive?


	Can I incorporate different sides of myself? Should I?


	As a creative thinker, how am I changing from year to year?


	What kind of designer do I want to become?


	Do I need to reimagine, recast, or reinvent myself? How?





Functional and Emotional Benefits


If many designers or writers or illustrators have excellent portfolio content, why would a potential employer choose one over another? Whim? Looking for a specific aesthetic or skillset?


In the marketplace, you are the sum total of your functional and emotional assets. You offer functional benefits to an employer--meaning practical skills or capabilities or sense--which may or may not be unique to you. For example, you may be able to design and write code; or design and hand letter; or you may be able to write copy in English as well as in Chinese.


You also have intangible assets--emotional assets--communicated through the design and verbal components of your identity. For example, the emotional tone of your design and copy may be humorous or mischievous.


Altering Your Self-Portrait


Alex Osborn, who first developed the idea of brainstorming, created the following checklist to transform an existent idea or object. To see yourself anew, you can try applying these actions to any benefit or element of your identity.




	Adapt: Adjust or rethink an element to meet a requirement.


	Modify: Alter an element.


	Magnify: Enlarge, expand, or overstate an element.


	Minimize: Reduce, understate or make an element smaller.


	Substitute: Replace a component.


	Rearrange: Change the order of components.


	Reverse: Change an element to its opposite.










Personal Branding


Steve Liska, Owner, Liska + Associates


Branding is about experience. What do people experience when they see, meet or work with you? Write it down.




	What are the top five things that define you? These are your brand attributes. Are they unique? Rate them.


	Thinking about the companies you want to work with. How does your personal brand sync with theirs?


	Who is your competition? How are you similar/different?


	Articulate your value to a client. Be objective.


	You already are your personal brand. What needs to change?
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“When interviewing, of course I want to know that you do great work, but I also want to know that you are a great person, a person that I can spend every day with. And a person that I can trust to do the right thing.” -Jaime Lynn Pescia, Art Director, Designer, Educator


Your Vision


What is your vision and how can you communicate it to others?




	Do you see beauty in the ordinary?


	Are you good at finding insights?


	Does your working method define your vision?


	Is your vision affected by your culture? By your training? By a limited palette of form? By a commitment to green design and sustainability?


	Is your vision as simple as being a type maven or as complex as holding to a philosophy of aesthetics?


	Do you search for truth? Do you have a specific aesthetic?


	Are you attracted to certain forms, shapes, color palettes, or points of view in the arts?





Most every design school graduate who was paying attention graduates with a set of skills. These skills range from type skills to utilizing a grid to building wireframes. Determining one’s own aesthetic is another matter and perhaps one that can aid casting a personal brand.


Archetypes


Brands attract specific audiences for a variety of reasons: status, quality and what each brand represents. Do you think Apple projects the image of the archetypal outlaw? Does the Nike brand project the archetype of a hero? Many people resonate with certain archetypes, predicting their own affinities and life themes. Perhaps one of the exemplary archetypes shown here will allow you to better understand your own personality and how to express it to others.


Creator: Characterized by being innovative, imaginative and artistic; a nonconformist who appreciates aesthetics


Explorer: Characterized by adventurousness, by being inquisitive and free-willed


Hero: Characterized by a symbolic expression of courage; triumph over adversity--one against the universe, a defining struggle of existence


Innocent: Characterized by being pure, perhaps naïve; one who longs for simplicity


Jester: Characterized by playfulness or being mischievous, loving fun and frivolity; sometimes ironic


Lover: Characterized by sensuality, intense interest in romance; very passionate


Outlaw: Characterized by being rebellious, breaking rules; self-defined, wild or an iconoclast


Magician: Characterized by an interest in transformations and metamorphoses, alchemy or represented by a conjurer or scientist (chemist or physicist)


Sage: Characterized by valuing truth and seeking enlightenment; a scholar, a wise guide


(For more on archetypes, read Joseph Campbell’s seminal text, The Hero With a Thousand Faces (1949); works by Carl Jung; and The Hero and The Outlaw by Margaret Mark and Carol S. Pearson [New York: McGraw-Hall, 2001].)


Complements


Imagine you are two people--two opposites or a substantial duo. Famous business collaborators include Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, as well as artistic collaborators such as Vladimir Stenberg and Georgii Stenberg or Gilbert and George or Christo and Jeanne-Claude or Jake and Dinos Chapman. (There are celebrity duos, as well, such as eccentric magicians Penn and Teller, and classic comedians/actors, Abbott and Costello; Laurel and Hardy; and George Burns and Gracie Allen.) Could there be something in a pairing of your own invention (or a real pair of others you know of) that helps you realize or identify your own strengths?


Or think of it another way: Can you imagine mismatched pairs or adversarial pairs? Could a mismatch help you pinpoint your strengths?


Dualism is a theory of opposing concepts. People can have dual natures as well. Can you use contrasting, complementary principles--or opposite sides, elements, extremes, concepts, resonances, or themes to define yourself?




	Wildness and refinement


	Industrial and handmade


	Order and chaos


	Inferno and utopia


	Real and ideal


	Consonant and dissonant


	Unbridled and controlled


	Man and machine


	Human and beast


	Yin and Yang





Associations


What are the important pieces that differentiate you? Choosing a positive association to define you could be a solution, or could be a springboard for further investigation.


Dr. Steven Doloff, Professor of Humanities and Media Studies at Pratt, advises:


“A brand is either a semiotic vehicle or a destination. If it’s a vehicle, it’s designed to visually and/or verbally direct your audience to some generally positive idea, feeling, or attitude with which you want to be associated. (Think Sunshine Bakers.) If it’s a destination, it’s designed to make your audience formulate for themselves your virtues by experiencing your product or service. (Think Smuckers Jam.) So in choosing a personal brand, ask yourself this question: Do you initially want to project a positive association, or do you want to create a mystery?”


Could sunshine represent you? Could a creature represent you? How about an element, such as wind or fire? How about a structure, either man-made or natural? A positive association--idea, feeling, or attitude--can act to represent you. For example, your audience will infer meaning from the use of a specific object you use to represent yourself.


If you use a walrus as your logo symbol, that walrus says something about you. If you use a cat as your logo symbol, that communicates something different than a walrus. If you design your name in English Copperplate Script, that says something quite different than designing your name in Futura. There are connotative as well as denotative levels of meaning.


Ethical Virtues


In the Arena Chapel (Cappella degli Scrovegni), Padua, Italy, there are magnificent frescoes by Giotto. In addition to the well-known frescoes, there are fourteen individual figures of seven virtues and seven vices. There are three theological virtues (Hope, Faith and Charity) and four classical virtues (Justice, Wisdom, Fortitude, and Temperance), as well as the vices (Despair, Infidelity, Envy, Injustice, Folly, Inconstancy, and Anger).


These imaginative incarnations can spark thinking about how something such as a virtue or vice can represent one creatively. Giotto depicts the vice of envy as a person with a serpent tongue that comes out of his mouth and bites him on the head. Although most of us would not want to identify ourselves with a vice, these concepts provide creative fodder.
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