What To Look For In A Professional Graphics Design Firm
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Initially, size and cost may be your top criteria, and they certainly do factor in to some degree, but several other aspects are just as important and worth noting. Understanding exactly who and how design services are offered will help you make and informed decision.   First, let me say that I am an independent graphic designer. My business model dictates that I only hire additional designers and professionals on a per-project basis, so I expand and contract as needed. It allows my business to be highly competitive and flexible in the talent I select.    Admittedly, I’m interested in gaining your business, but I believe I can still be objective in shedding some light on the process of choosing design services. This article is based on my years of observation and experience within the design community.   

The Graphic Designer  The core of any creative work is the designer. Each one comes with a varying degree of talent and experience, whether they're independent or part of a firm. Many independents or "freelancers", as some call them, have years of experience with established firms. Personally, I don't like the term freelancer, because it carries the stigma of a lack of talent, experience, and professionalism. It also leaves the impression that they cannot find gainful employment.   

Freelance Design  Designers aren't certified or licensed (I think we should be), so anyone can call himself or herself a graphics designer. Unfortunately, there are some who have the above traits, and they are cheaper to use in the short-term. The long-term downside is that your project may be beyond the scope of their abilities. In addition, they may not have a good understanding of the creative process, fail to anticipate technical issues and normal expenses, and use unlicensed materials to cut costs. All of this can translate into a disappointing solution, and possibly legal issues in the future. When it comes to something as valuable as the perception of your company and future sales of your product or service, "cheap" should never be the focus.   

Professional Design    Professional designers can be with a firm or independent. They typically have formal training in design or visual communications, and may have additional experience in related fields such as advertising or marketing. They follow the customs and procedures of the design industry, use specific contracts, and devote the needed time to the creative process. A professional will be more expensive, but cost shouldn't be a top consideration in hiring design services. Good design doesn't cost money...it makes money...far more than the initial design investment, through increased revenue and exposure to potential customers.   

Small Firms and Independents 

Small firms and independents may not have a sample of your specific need, so it's important to look at the solutions they've provided other clients. They tend to be more motivated in getting your business, so you'll often get a more personal level of service, and work directly with the person responsible for your project. Furthermore, you'll generally pay less due to reduced overhead costs. In many cases independent designers will have more design experience than the combined years of a design team at an agency. Many talented designers tend to either move up the ladder or start their own firm due to pay ceilings at a firm.   Variety of talent is another consideration. Large firms may have one or two copywriters or illustrators on staff to choose from. Small firms and independents have the flexibility of offering several established outside vendors to specifically fit your individual tastes, style and preferences.   Also, consider that the designer or designers working at a large firm may not be particularly interested or excited about your project, or even proficient in that area of design; they don't have control of what's assigned to them. While this may or may not be the case at a small firm, an independent designer will typically have a high level of interest and motivation, because they want to expand their portfolio and client list...especially if your project type or industry is new to them. If they contacted you it's likely they've already done some background research on your company.   Finally, with advances in computer technology and declining prices, independents and small firms use the same or higher levels of hardware and software as large firms. They also don't have to go through the approval process and internal IT departments, so their upgrades happen in days rather than months.   

When you are looking for design services remember that you don't have to know exactly what you need; that's what a design professional is for. They will offer specific solutions according to your needs. If price is a concern, be up front about it and ask for a range of two or three estimates. Be aware that the lower figures mean that less time will be devoted to research and concept development; it doesn't mean that the designer is reducing their hourly rate. Less time translates into a less creative and unique piece.   Start by interviewing several designers and design firms before making a decision. Ask them what their hourly rate for creative work is, and view their portfolios. If you're happy with the solutions they've provided other clients, comfortable with the way they present themselves, and think you'd enjoy working with them...hire them. Clients who understand the value of good design realize that a talented designer has the ability to influence their existing and potential market; create a positive perception of their business, and ultimately increase their revenue.    

