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What this is
This is a document for the layers underneath the design processes—the questions, 
patterns, and decisions that shape work that actually lands. It’s a consolidation of the 
language that experienced designers rely on, often without realizing it, pulled into one 
place so it’s easier to return to and apply in real time.

Why it was created
Articulating “the why” in design decisions builds over time—through experience, 
through misalignment, through moments where something isn’t working and you 
don’t yet have the words to explain why. Most designers are left to piece that together 
on their own, which slows down the work and creates unnecessary friction. This was 
created to shorten that gap of friction. To make those patterns visible earlier, so you 
don’t have to rely on too much trial and error to find them.

How this improves a designer’s life
It creates a sense of orientation—so you’re not just reacting, you’re working with 
intention. Instead of second-guessing decisions or searching for the “right” approach, 
you have a clearer way of seeing what’s in front of you and how to respond to it. 
Conversations become more productive and feedback becomes easier to navigate. 
Starting becomes less daunting because you know where to focus.

Intended side effects
Over time, the work itself becomes more cohesive, more aligned, and more effective
—because you’re “cutting through the fat” earlier. You’re able to ask more precise 
questions, which leads to stronger inputs. Your decisions become easier to explain, 
which builds trust with clients and collaborators. The gap between what you’re trying 
to do and what actually gets made starts to close.

The confidence part
Instead of relying on validation or waiting to feel “ready,” you start to trust your ability 
to navigate ambiguity, make decisions, and guide others through the process. You’re 
no longer dependent on perfect conditions to do strong work—you know how to 
create clarity within them—and this changes how you show up entirely.
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01 — BASICS

Not sexy, but doing the foundational work.



Early on, design can feel intuitive—sensing when something works and when 
it doesn't, but putting language to those instincts is less clear. Over time, you 
begin to recognize the patterns underneath what you’re seeing—how an eye 
moves, where it pauses, what creates ease versus tension. 



Color leans away from preference and starts to carry intention. Typography 
communicates style and tone. “White space” is the magic tool that creates 
pacing and shapes rhythm. All of these elements are a part of a larger system
—constantly interacting, reinforcing, or competing with one another. And 
whether they’re used deliberately or not, they’re always influencing how 
something is understood and experienced.



This is where the foundation of stronger design frameworks begins.

Once you can see and name these elements for what they are, you’re building 
it with structure instead of building through reaction. You’re able to create 
consistency, establish hierarchy, and make decisions that hold up across 
different contexts, not just in a single execution. And that’s the shift: from 
making things look right, to making them work with purpose.
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Core Elements:

Color — emotion, hierarchy, attention

Typography — tone, clarity, personality

Layout — structure, rhythm, flow

Imagery — context, mood, storytelling

Space — what you don’t say matters just as much 


Core Principles:

Hierarchy — what matters most?

Contrast — what stands out, and why?

Consistency — what holds it all together?

Balance — where does the eye rest?

Alignment — does it feel intentional? 


The Unspoken Rule: 
 If you can’t explain why you made a decision, it’s probably not done yet.
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02 — HUMANS

Where things stop being vibes and start becoming useful.



Most projects fall apart much earlier—when everyone thinks they’re aligned, 
but they’re not. You’ll receive a brief, have a conversation, or a vague sense of 
direction that feels almost right. This is where it’s easy to jump ahead. To start 
solving, sketching, pulling references. 


This is where you slow down. Sit in the questions a little longer than feels 
comfortable. People won’t always have clean answers, others will often 
contradict themselves, and sometimes they’ll describe a solution instead of 
the problem. Part of your role is to listen past that and shape something 
usable out of something messy. That’s where the work starts to get 
interesting: How to actually understand what you’re designing.



Most ineffective design is a charcuterie board of bad inputs, not bad design. 
As a designer you have the opportunity to be curious, gain clarity, and not to 
jump straight into the fire of “having solutions”— a.k.a identifying the  
core “problem”.
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Start Here:

What are we actually trying to do?

Who is this for (really)?

What do they care about?

What do they not care about?

What problem are we solving? 


Go Deeper:

What does success look like?

What already exists (and why isn’t it working)?

What should this feel like?

What’s the risk if we get this wrong? 


The Reality:

People don’t always know how to articulate what they want. 


Your role:

Translate ambiguity into direction.
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03 — TOOLS

You bought them. Now make them useful.



Endless tools are floating around the internet—so many that sometimes using them 
feels slower than sketching something by hand. That’s a signal worth listening to. 
Tools are most useful when you stop thinking of them as “software” and start to treat 
them like instruments: things that help translate ideas into something people can 
see, feel, and respond to. A good tool should sharpen your thinking.



To simplify: 

A wireframe creates clarity before aesthetics influence decisions.

Moodboards create alignment through feeling instead of form.

Prototypes move ideas from imagination into reaction.

User flows reveal where things quietly break.

Messaging frameworks keep language from drifting.



Different problems call for different tools, but the pattern stays consistent: each one 
exists to bring a specific kind of clarity into focus. Where designers usually get stuck 
isn’t the tool itself—it’s reaching for what feels familiar instead of asking what the 
work actually needs next. At its core, knowing how to use tools is really about 
simplification. At its core, using tools well is really about simplification: what problem 
are we trying to solve?


Branding

Moodboards > align on feeling

Typography systems > build consistency

Logo exploration > define identity



Product Design

Wireframes > structure before style

Prototypes > test before building

User flows > clarity before complexity 


Experience

Journey mapping > see the full picture

Touchpoint design > shape interactions

Spatial thinking > design beyond the screen



Marketing

Messaging frameworks > say the right thing

Visual systems > say it consistently

Campaign concepts > make it memorable
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04 — CONNECTION SKILLS

Where things get a bit more human.



A large misconceptions in design is believing the work will speak for itself. After 
design school, most people realize the real work is not only creating—it’s learning 
how to articulate and sell your why.



People rarely respond to a design in isolation. They respond to what it changes for 
them, how it impacts people, and whether they can see themselves inside the idea. 
Yes, the design matters. But just as important is: 1) how you show up in the room, 2) 
how well you listen when someone is circling an idea but hasn’t fully landed it yet, 3) 
how you reflect things back in a way that creates clarity, and 4) how well you 
connect the work to what people actually care about—not just the brief.



When people feel seen and understood, the work starts to move differently. They 
can recognize part of their own experience inside the idea. Collaboration can be one 
of the most expansive parts of the creative process—or the thing that makes people 
shut down. The spectrum is wide. You can be the strongest designer in the room, 
but if people don’t trust you, your skills eventually stop mattering.


Build Rapport

Listen more than you talk

Reflect what you’re hearing

Make people feel understood 


Presenting Work

Don’t just show—frame it

Walk through your thinking

Anchor back to the goal 


Handling Feedback

Not all feedback is equal

Look for the why behind the comment

Stay open, not defensive 


Collaboration

Invite people into the process early

Make decisions visible

Create alignment before execution
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05 — BUSINESS JARGON

Labeled “fluff,” then quietly used for every decision.



There is a moment early on—usually somewhere between your first meetings and 
first clients—where everyone around you is nodding, and you’re nodding too… 
while internally thinking: I’m not entirely sure what’s happening here. 


You learned how to make things, explain them, defend them. But then you enter the 
real world and realize design exists inside timelines, KPIs, stakeholders, business 
pressures, and half-made decisions. It feels like everyone else learned the rules to a 
game you were never taught. And underneath that is a quiet realization: “I don’t think 
I was prepared for this part”.



The shift happens when you stop taking the brief at face value and start listening for 
what’s actually being asked. You realize the brief isn’t something you’re given—it’s 
something you uncover.



Once you understand the system you’re designing within, you stop trying to catch 
up and start knowing where to focus, what to question, and how to make work that 
actually lands. Because if it doesn’t work for the business, it doesn’t work. You’re 
not just designing for users. You’re designing within a system.


Know This

Revenue — how does this make money?

Conversion — what action are we driving?

Positioning — why this over anything else?

Differentiation — what makes this distinct?

Metrics — how will we measure success? 


Ask

What does the business need right now?

What are the constraints?

Where is the opportunity? 


Balance

What people want

What the business needs

What is actually possible
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06 — THE ENGINE

Swipe right on work-back schedules.



Some believe that the best work comes from a bit of chaos and loose timelines. But 
what tends to go unseen is that what looks effortless is usually held together by 
intentional structure—the engine. 


Color-coded calendars, work-back schedules, clear scopes, knowing exactly what 
is happening and when is the magic. None of it appears naturally at the start but is 
built over time, project by project, often in response to things not going as planned 
or “breaking”. 


The work changes shape when there is less mental noise, less effort spent trying to 
keep everything alive at once, and more capacity to actually think. Momentum is no 
longer forced through urgency but carried through clarity.



This is also where resistance often appears. An attachment to intensity, to pressure 
as proof of progress, to the sense that things are only real when they feel slightly out 
of control. Yet structure is what allows the work to expand without collapsing under 
its own weight.


Before You Start

Clear scope

Defined timeline

Aligned expectations 


During

Document decisions

Share progress early

Avoid disappearing 


After

Gather feedback intentionally

Close loops

Reflect on what worked (and what didn’t) 


For Yourself

Protect your time

Don’t over-deliver by default

Know when something is “done”

Chaotic is not needed for creativity
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CLOSING

You won’t use all of this at once.

It’s more like something you dip back into
—when a project feels unclear, or when 
you can sense that something’s off but 
can’t quite name it yet. 


Over time, a lot of this becomes second 
nature. Until then, it helps to have 
something to come back to.
 

You’ll come back to it— 
when something feels off, 
when you don’t know what to say, 
when you’re about to guess instead of ask.
 

Over time, this becomes instinct.

Until then, this is your best friend.
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