Designing with a Plan 

When the average person uses the term design they are usually referring to one of two concepts. The first has to do with planning the construction of some new thing. A person could design a house, a bridge, or a piece of software. In this instance, the purpose of the design is to create something that fulfills certain needs and a part of the design process is to plan ways that the new thing will meet those needs. 

For example, an engineer might be required to design an aircraft that does more than just fly. In the case of this hypothetical aircraft, it is also required to carry a large number of passengers over a long distance. To achieve this, the designer plans for larger fuel tanks, so that aircraft can travel without stopping to refuel, and more powerful engines, so it can lift the combined weight of all of the people and the additional fuel. How the designer solves each of the problems influences the end result. 

The second way that people may use the word design is in reference to a work of art. Used this way, an image or illustration can be called a design. 

For the Web and multimedia designer, both of these definitions are technically correct, but the meaning of the word is actually closer to a combination of the two. When a Web designer works on a project they are concerned with aesthetic value, but they are also planning the creation of a new thing. The thing may not be an actual object that a person could ride in or sit on, but it is still a new thing. More often than not, the new thing that they are making is a communication. In other words, the designer is using visual elements and design in the artistic sense to make something that can convey an idea to other people. 

Just like the engineer that begins the planning of an aircraft, the designer must also take into consideration additional needs that their creation will have to meet. Instead of being concerned with the problems of weight or the fuel capacity, they will be dealing with issues like who they are going to reach with the message, or how it will accomplish a client's needs. Long before the first image is rendered or any page layout is created, the good designer identifies the specifics of a project and develops a plan to meet them. In fact, experienced designers of Web sites and multimedia projects understand that a well developed plan with the appropriate design process will have a tremendous amount of influence on how the finished piece looks, as well as its level of success. In short, approaching a project without a plan or design process is much like taking a trip without bothering to pick a specific destination, not planning how you will get there, and not packing a suitcase or taking any money to pay for the trip. This sort of method might make for an adventurous vacation, but it will probably end in disaster for any major project. 

Staying Flexible Within the Plan 

By now it should be clear that a simple way to look at design is as a working progress of problem solving to meet a need. The important part of that statement is working progress . Different designers work in different ways, but all plan and then often adjust their plan along the way to complete a finished product. As a design evolves to provide solutions to specific problems, it can grow a little beyond the original idea. This is an important part of the process, but a designer must be careful not to become so engrossed in the details that they lose sight of the original purpose. To return to the example of the aircraft, it would be as if the designing engineer became so concerned with the seating and fuel capacity of the airliner, that the main purpose was forgotten. The result would be a jet that could hold plenty of fuel and passengers, but the plane might no longer be able to fly. Always keep in mind that a plan is a well thought out guide, not an adamant law that must be followed at all costs. 

Take away points from the Lecture: 

· A well thought out plan serves to solve problems and meet client needs 

· The plan and the design process will have tremendous influence on the finished project 

· It is important to stay somewhat flexible in a plan and not lose sight of the over all purpose of the project 

Planning in a Team Environment 

Imagine a scenario in which a team of great designers get together and develop a plan for a new Web site that will meet all of the client's needs, as well as solve several problems that the client has with their current Web site. Satisfied with their accomplishment, the designers all go back to their respective offices to answer e-mails, make phone calls, and drink coffee out of stylish mugs. Another week goes by and the team leader calls a meeting to follow up on the development of the site. He learns, much to his dismay, that nothing has been done on the site. 

Although this scenario might seem a little far-fetched, anyone that has worked as part of a team can imagine how it could happen. In this case, there was a plan, but it did not include how each step of the plan was to be implemented. 

As a designer, a part of your plan should include the order in which each part of the project will be completed and who will do it. This is especially important in a team environment, where a lack of communication and direction can be the most damaging. 

This does not mean that every task must be assigned from the very first day, but the plan should include enough of the workflow process to get the project under way; new tasks can be assigned as work is completed. 

As mentioned, the order of work is a very important part of the plan. For example, if one person created the graphics of a Web site before the layout had been designed, the graphics might all turn out to be incorrect sizes for the page. Much of the work that had already been completed would have to be redone. 

When working as a team, every member should understand what their specific task is, when their task should be completed, and how their task fits into the overall completion of the plan. 

Take away points from the Lecture: 

· A plan is not complete until the order of each task and who will do each task is determined 

The Plan and Managing Client Relationships 

One of the biggest causes of friction between a client and a Web/multimedia designer is the client's lack of understanding about what it takes to develop a successful project. They have no idea when it comes to the amount of time and effort it takes, nor do they truly understand the process involved. If they did they probably would have attempted to do the project themselves. Armed with this bit of information, the designer can take an active roll in managing the client relationship through the use of the project plan. 

When following a plan it is easy to update a client on the status of the project as well as educate them about each step in the process. Additionally, a timetable can be established for when the client must deliver material and content to the designer. 

Another area where a clear plan is helpful is when dealing with a client that has a tendency to change his mind. There are few things more frustrating for a designer than to have to rework completed parts of a project with little or no compensation. A plan that has been approved by the client can serve as a measuring stick for work completed and can be used to explain why changes will be impractical or costly. Further difficulties can be avoided by having the client approve each step of the plan as it is completed. 

When it comes to managing client relationships think of the plan as tool that has three functions: 

1. It serves to educate and inform the client 

2. It helps keep the client involved in the project in a timely manner 

3. It serves as a clear guide of the clients expectations for the project as well as the designers responsibilities to the client 

Take away point from the Lecture: 

· A plan is your best tool for managing client relationships 

