
For most of the history of graphic design, 
we've equated good design practice with 
the art of storytelling. The best designers 
have been great storytellers; they have 
woven immersive and compelling visual 
narratives from type, image, and graphi-
cal elements of all kinds. Whether it was 
the pioneering minimalism of Lucien 
Bernhard 's Priester Matches advertise-
ment, the immersive photoplay of Alexey 
Brodovitch's Harper's Bazaar spreads, 
Paul Rand 's seminal branding work for 
IBM, or any of the countless examples 
of pioneering design works found in the 
profession's history books, our design 
heroes have all told great stories through 
their work. 

Tha t ability to supply a narrative to 
otherwise inert commercial products is 
a wonderful and valuable skill, but it was 

especially useful to modern industry in 
the 20th century. The hal lmark clients 
of graphic design f rom this period neces-
sarily focused on their so-called core 
competencies. Whether their business 
entailed manufac tur ing goods or provid-
ing services, companies such as Ford, 
IBM, General Electric, UPS, American 
Airlines, and others did well to concen-
trate on the complex and demanding 
methods tha t yielded the products they 
sold. They could not themselves afford to 
try telling the stories that sold their own 
products because they were simply no 
good at it; they were culturally and con-
stitutionally incapable of the aesthetic 
and narrative inventiveness that modern 
Western commerce demanded, so they 
wisely turned to others. In this classical 
model, clients created products while 



designers (and advertisers a n d market-
ers) told unique stories about those 
products. If they all did their jobs well, 
the consumer would complete the equa-
tion by making a purchase . T h a t was 
how businesses were m a d e a n d how 
designers were hired. 

I'm writing about this mode of design 
with retrospection but of course it re-
mains with us to this day. Many—if not 
most—of the readers of this magaz ine 
continue to practice design in exactly 
this way; they work with clients to create 
brands and collateral to sell those cl ients ' 
products, to help establish marke t share , 
to help communicate a message. 

For those who find themselves d rawn 
to the tools of the design t rade—whether 
it be type, logos, photography, informa-
tional hierarchy, the intangibles of 
visual communications—this has long 
been a logical path. If you wan ted to deal 
in these tools, then you became a design-
er, you honed your ability to tell stories 
visually, and clients hired you to tell their 
stories for them. 

But we're at an inflection poin t in the 
design profession now where creat ing a 
narrative for a client is no longer neces-
sarily the most sensible outlet for these 
skills. The digital revolution is remaking 
the design profession by changing the 
very goods and services tha t drive com-
merce. No longer are the products of the 
commercial world strictly analog; now 
they are often partially or even totally 
digital. This triggers two radical changes 
within the design industry: First, clients 
can no longer afford to depend on others 
for their storytelling needs. And second, 
designers are no longer dependen t u p o n 
clients to practice their t rade. 

The first of these changes is pe rhaps 
the most traumatic for the old way of 
practicing design. In a digital economy, 
where products are more int imately t ied 
into their stories than ever before, it's no 
longer prudent for companies to hire out-

side studios a n d agencies to help t hem 
create compell ing narrat ives. The digital 
experience tha t a company provides has 
become synonymous with wha t they sell. 
It's now as critical for shipping compa-
nies to provide t racking tools as it is to 
deliver the actual packages. Clothing 
retailers mus t now optimize e-commerce 
experiences as much , if not more so, 
t h a n physical stores. Automakers must 
now provide a diverse complement of 
digital systems—and not just wi th in the 
car, bu t systems tha t extend beyond the 
car—as well as manufac tu r ing the actual 
vehicles. Every major indus t ry has em-
braced digital in some form already, but 
few of t hem are done in this r e g a r d -
digital media will cont inue to t r ans fo rm 
them, of ten more and more aggressively 
t han the t r ans format ions tha t have taken 
place already. 

Centra l to all of these digital experi-
ences is, of course, design. The famil iar 
tools are all at play—type, logos, photog-
raphy, in format iona l hierarchy, the 
intangibles of visual communicat ions— 
but they 're more critical t h a n ever now 
because they are all measurable in a way 
tha t they never were in analog media . 
As a result, design is more integral to a 
business 's success or fai lure t h a n ever 
before, and the wisest businesses will 
take on the ha rd work of developing 
design competencies themselves, ra ther 
t h a n tu rn ing to studios a n d agencies to 
fill their gaps. Which is to say tha t as a 
business becomes more and more digital, 
i t will become more and more necessary 
for it to be able to deal in the storytelling 
expertise tha t i t once could not afford to 
take on. 

Some companies will cont inue to oper-
ate in the old mode and cont inue to 
survive, of course, bu t going forward, the 
ones tha t will mat te r will t ruly internal-
ize design in a way tha t was a n a t h e m a 
to the analog world. After all, if digital 
has become the product , and the compa-

ny canno t execute digitally, t hen what is 
the company good for? 

For m a n y designers, this will mean 
leaving the studio/agency model and 
working in-house, becoming par t of the 
produc t t eam ra ther t h a n funct ioning as 
t ime-l imited consul tants . This may seem 
like a depress ing sea change to designers 
who value the culture, variety, and, per-
haps most crucially, the independence of 
the studio/agency world. 

But the flipside of this t ransformat ion-
al m o m e n t is tha t it's no longer just large 
businesses tha t can afford to deal in the 
tools of design, whether internally or 
contractually. Digital tools have become 
so democrat ized in the last decade that 
it's now possible to build new businesses 
with a t iny fract ion of the capital once 
needed to launch new ventures . In fact, 
wha t large businesses value most—that 
ability to tell visual stories and t r ans fo rm 
products into experiences—can be just 
as easily put into the service of a design-
er's own idea as a client's. Designers are 
today in c o m m a n d of their own destiny 
in a way tha t they've never been before: 
They can tu rn their own creativity into 
viable businesses, even into enterprises 
tha t can scale to in ternat ional reaches, 
in a way tha t few of their predecessors 
could dream. 

In fact, it's my es t imat ion tha t where 
we once expected our best designers 
to weave stories for clients, in the future , 
the best designers will create their own 
stories, and will t u rn t hem into products 
of their own. We're already seeing this 
happen : Foodspot t ing, Svpply, Typekit , 
and Gowalla are just a few of the design-
er-created businesses tha t are emerging 
today, and there will be plenty more. 
None of these has yet conquered the 
world, bu t they are promis ing starts. 
They successfully u p e n d the classical 
model of how designers work by turn ing 
designers into en t repreneurs . That ' s the 
fu ture for this profession. • 
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