
9conceptualization
deve lop ing  ideas

“Creation is the artist’s 

true function. But it 

would be a mistake to 

ascribe creative power 

to an inborn talent. Cre-

ation begins with vision. 

The artist has to look at 

everything as though 

seeing it for the first 

time, like a child.”

—Henri Matisse

Regardless of tools and delivery format, concept devel-

opment  is critical to all forms of graphic communication. 

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, artists have  

expressed their ideas through the medium of animation. 

In more recent years, graphic designers have harnessed 

the devices of time and motion to convey their ideas in 

movie titles, network identities, Web sites, multimedia 

presentations, and environmental graphics. In the past, 

developing concepts to communicate their ideas was the 

first challenge. The current challenge is developing unique 

concepts and communicating them by storytelling.

“The greatest art is 

achieved by adding a lit-

tle Science to the creative 

imagination. The great-

est scientific discoveries 

occur by adding a little 

creative imagination to 

the Science.”

—James Elliott



Assessment

Formulation

Cultivation

Storyboards

Animatics

Summary00:00:00:09



In the industry, clients often think 
they know what they want but 
change their mind in the middle of 
a project. It is wise to review with 
the client a clear articulation of 
the project’s objective before the 
creative process commences.
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Assessment

defining the objective 
Every design begins with an objective. Without a clear objective, your 
ideas can become lost in the ocean of right-brained activities. Before 
plunging back into the creative waters, it is best to clearly define your 
objective on paper without a lengthy narrative. 

Coming to terms with a project’s objective may take time. Once it is 
established, it should be kept in mind from conceptualization through 
design to the final execution.

targeting the audience 
The goal of visual communication is to facilitate a reaction from an 
audience, and this audience should be clearly defined in order to meet 
your objective. In the industry, the individuals who are involved in 
marketing usually have already achieved this, although designers have 
been known to play a strong role in identifying the audience.

researching the topic 
Research is key to effective communication. Intriguing concepts and 
cutting-edge design may not be enough to effectively communicate 
the information if adequate research is not conducted ahead of time. 
Diving into the creative waters too soon poses the danger of time and 
energy being wasted on ideas that may be dynamic but are irrelevant or 
inappropriate to the project’s objectives. Therefore, a thorough analysis 
of your subject matter should occur before you begin to conceptualize. 

Clients can mistakenly assume that the designers are well informed 
about the topic being considered. This can be dangerous to both par-
ties. Therefore, it is wise to step up to the plate and assume the respon-
sibility of educating yourself about the subject at hand. A wide range of 
resources are available to aid in your investigation. Many consider the 
Internet to be the quickest method of digging for information. Others 
find the library to be the most efficient resource. Setting up a meeting 
to discuss the material with the client first-hand is, of course, highly 
recommended, since he or she will be the most valuable source of 
information. There is nothing wrong with asking too many questions. 
The more thorough your research, the more effective your design.

To define your target audience, ask 
yourself the following questions:

1.   What type of demographics 
(i.e., cultural, social, economic) are 
relevant to my target audience?

2.   What does my audience already 
know about the subject?

3.   What do they need to know?

4.   How has this information been 
communicated before?

5.   What single message should 
people walk away with?

6.   What type of response should 
be expected from my viewers?

Conceptualization
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understanding the restrictions 
The most successful graphic designers aspire to exceed our own  
potential. Passion for creativity drives them to become better at what 
they do. They create art not because they want to, but because they 
have to in order to feel personally rewarded. However, the industry 
poses certain restrictions that they need to be aware of.

Budgetary constraints can limit the use of materials, equipment, and 
reliable technical support and prohibit hiring outside photographers 
or purchasing as many stock images or video clips as they see fit. 

Regardless of how unreasonable deadlines may appear, designers are 
forced to be realistic about what can and cannot be accomplished 
within the given window of time that is available. For example, After 
E! Networks declared the need for a show opening for Style Court less 
than three weeks before airing (after spending many weeks looking 
through hundreds of static logo designs to choose the show’s identity). 
Designer Susan Detrie was put to the test with a time frame of under 
forty-eight hours to develop a storyboard. A combination of quick 
thinking and late evening hours resulted in an engaging board that, 
like the show’s content, presents a variety of images that reflects the 
show’s entertaining nature and wide range of ages. Humorous court 
icons, such as a bad hairdo, a leopard skin suit, and an evidence bag 
consisting of 1970s platform shoes, create a feel similar to that of a 
generic police show, such as NYPD Blue (9.2).

“With creative freedom, time, 

money, and reliable technical 

support, the potential here 

is limitless. Just imagine the 

possibilities!”

—Jon Krasner

“Better to have the creative 

reins pulled back than to be 

kicked in the flanks for more!”

—Meagan Krasner

9.1
Concept sketches for a trade show 
video, by Jon Krasner. Courtesy of 
Syncra Systems, Inc. and Corporate 
Graphics. 

The metaphors used here came as 
a result of educating myself about 
supply chain management. 
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The opinions and biases of clients can also be creatively restricting. 
Clients are not always open to new ideas (even if they say they are). 
It is seldom that designers are given complete artistic freedom. Some 
clients may seem utterly inflexible and closed-minded, while others, 
unintentionally, attempt to play the role of art director or “creativity 
gatekeeper.” Because the client controls the paycheck, the portfolio, 
and to an extent, a designer’s reputation, pride that is built on years 
of educational training may have to be swallowed in order to conform 
and keep your client satisfied. The majority of the time, solutions are 
usually mutually agreed upon between the client and designer from 
initial concept to final completion.

These restrictions should not be perceived as limitations to creativity, 
but rather, as guidelines to help give your ideas direction.

considering image style  
There are several types of images to choose from including photo-
graphic, typographic, illustrative, abstract, and so forth. These image 
categories can take on different visual styles from graphic, to textural, 
whimsical, sketchy, or blended, to name just a few. Techniques, such as 
cropping, lighting, distortion, color manipulation, deconstruction,  
layering, masking, and special effects, can enhance the expressive 
properties of your content before it is integrated into a storyboard.

9.2
Storyboard for a show open to 
Style Court. Courtesy of E!  
Networks and Susan Detrie.

Addressing the client’s needs up 
front will avoid frustrations down 
the road. Miscommunication is 
prone to happen when an inter-
mediary intervenes between you 
and the client. If the opportunity 
presents itself, try to establish a 
one-on-one rapport with the “head 
honcho.” A relationship based on 
mutual respect and trust provides 
you the opportunity to unlock the 
client’s mind and convince him or 
her that your idea will work. 
With a combination of profession-
alism, assertiveness, and respect, 
clients can be convinced on an idea, 
provided that trust has been built. 
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The stylistic “flavor” of the visuals—both images and type—depends 
on your underlying theme or message, whether it is marine, sports, 
rock ‘n’ roll, theatre, country, cultural, or eclectic. A figurative interpre-
tation of a concept may require the use of metaphorical imagery, while 
a different set of images may be more appropriate for a more literal 
interpretation. The content should also reflect the demographics of the 
target audience, whether they are artists, yuppies, teenagers, or  
professionals. These factors should be considered as early as possible.

Consider the following to help you 
determine the style of your content:

1.   percentage of typography,  
photos, illustrations, and live-action

2.   elements needed to be included 
at the client’s request

3.   color and size restrictions?

4.   overall color scheme?

5.   nature of content (i.e., objective, 
nonobjective, realistic, or abstract?

 
Formulation

Once the objective, target audience, and restrictions have been defined 
and the subject has been thoroughly investigated, the floodgates of 
creativity can be opened to allow imaginative ideas to pour forth. 

brainstorming 
Brainstorming is the first step in generating ideas. It works best in an 
environment that is conducive to creative thought. Annoyances, such 
as junk e-mail, uncooperative technology, and telephone sales calls, 
are detrimental to brainstorming. Therefore, scheduling a continuous 
block of time to think quietly without distractions is recommended. 
Some people react well to background music while others require 
complete silence in order to concentrate. 

All concepts begin in the imagination. As they enter, they should be 
recorded immediately. It is wise to have a sketchbook handy to capture 

9.3
Frames from “Planted,” a motion 
identity for Capacity™ motion 
design studio.  

The metaphor of seeds being 
planted to grow into something 
beautiful expresses the concept 
of running a creative business. 

Each new project is a growing 
experience, and the fruits of your 
labor do not have to be wasted. 
Ideas do not have to be com-
pletely discarded; they can be 
written down, drawn on paper, voice 
recorded, or filed away digitally for 
future use. (Keep in mind that new 
ideas are sometimes abandoned 
and replaced with old ones.)
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the spontaneous flow of ideas. Putting pencil to paper is an invalu-
able process that, like music improvisation, keeps ideas fresh and 
moving. Pencil sketches (or thumbnails, as they are often referred to 
in print design) are usually where the design begins to take its form. 
These should be small and loose, allowing for the quick generation of 
ideas. Spending too much time polishing a sketch can break creative 
momentum. Many designers prefer to work out their initial concepts 
in a more polished, digital format, because the results more closely 
resemble the final storyboard and the later production. 

“An idea is a point of 

departure only. As soon as 

you elaborate it, it becomes  

transformed by thought.” 

—Pablo Picasso
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9.4
Concept sketches for “Icarus.” 
Courtesy of Adam Scwaab.



obstacles to creative thinking 
Every person experiences moments when they have a mental block 
that prevents them from creating at their maximum capacity. Although 
the ability to create cannot be turned on or off at a whim, being aware 
of obstacles that impede creative thinking is the first step in avoiding 
them. For example, it’s easy to become lured into stylistic trends that 
have been overused. Biased notions and contrived ideas of what’s 
“hot” can limit the range of creative opportunities and prevent you 
from being original. Being aware of trends in the industry is healthy, 
as long as your design does not become reliant on them. The range of 
digital effects that are available can also intrude on creative thinking, 
since they require minimal artistic skill or sophistication. Although 
they can be beneficial when used intentionally, they lack ingenuity, 
and their ease of use can impede imaginative thinking and obscure 
aesthetic judgment. The abundance of stock photography, illustration, 
fonts, and clip art makes it easy for designers to rely on ideas relating 
to popular culture rather than on their own capacity to conceptualize. 
Last, the demand for acquiring technical proficiency, due to the rapid 
pace of software development, can be an impediment to creativity. It is 
important to not lose sight of your primary goal as a designer.

pathways to creative thinking 
Creativity can be mistaken for originality, when in fact, very few  
original ideas exist. Many designers merge previous concepts in their 
own personal way. Creative designers, like laboratory scientists, trust 
their intuitions and are not afraid to face new challenges. Yet, the  
creative process can be elusive. Ideas sometimes spring up when we 
least expect them to. Inspiration, risk taking, and experimentation can  
foster innovative thinking and allow ideas to develop naturally.

9.5
These early digitally-executed 
ideas explore how Adobe’s 
multidimensional logo could be 
potentially animated. Courtesy of 
twenty2product.  

9.6
These digitally-executed sketches 
for Fuel TV’s signature network 
ID are based on the fictional 
character, “Poopa-Ooba,” a demi-
god who invented Skatism as a 
culture and religion for skate-
boarders. Courtesy of FUEL TV.

*See DVD for final animation.
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inspiration 
Inspiration is the motivating force behind innovation. Unlike a job that 
ends when the shift is complete, seeking out inspiration is a continuous 
process of searching for new angles and directions in an attempt to 
smuggle your ideas into each new assignment.

Artists often find inspiration in identifying with their subject. A student 
of mine chose to express the theme of domestic violence in a project 
based on visual metaphor. Based on her working with people who were 
victims of domestic abuse, she was able to relate to the psychological 
consequences that they faced; her emotional identification inspired 
her to develop genuine ideas. In an animation for a CD-ROM mailer, 
the topics of panic and disaster served as inspiration to market backup 
data software to protect important information from the possibility of 
a hard drive crash.) Panic was expressed from a physiological stand-
point through images pertaining to physical and emotional responses 
that occur during times of stress or fear. Disaster was communicated 
through images of natural phenomena such as tornadoes and floods. 
These themes served to create an entertaining presentation that view-
ers could experience before interacting with the program (9.8).

9.8
Frames from an opening to a 
CD-ROM mailer for Accurate 
Data. Concept and design by Jon 
Krasner. Courtesy of Belden-
Frenz-Lehman, Inc.

9.7
Sketches for a sting entitled  
Hero Stereotype by Megan Mock,  
University of San Francisco,  
Professor Ravinder Basra.

The capacity to identify with your subject, however, does not always 
come naturally. In most cases, it occurs after conducting adequate 
research. In 2000, twenty2product was asked by RockShox, a leading 
company in the global cycling community, to develop concepts for a 
Web site and trade show video. After becoming familiar with the  
cycling industry, twenty2product developed an appreciation for the 
mechanical know-how involved in designing bicycle parts. Technical 
machine drawings became a source of inspiration and were used to 
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inform the look and feel of the graphics. Complex diagrams, abstract 
graphic patterns, typography, and live-action footage were integrated 
into a highly compelling series of sketches that conveyed forward 
thinking, the millennium, and all of the things that it implied (9.9).

9.9
Web site sketches for RockShox. 
Courtesy of twenty2product.

9.10
Frames from a political evening 
program for the Franco-German 
culture arte. Courtesy of Velvet. 
(*Also see Chapter 5, figure 5.18.)

The antique Greek drama of  
Ariadne and Theseus served as 
an inspiration for the central 
theme. Two elements from the 
story, a labyrinth and a ball of 
yarn, establish the context of 
political entanglement. The body 
movements and gestures of the 
actors symbolize puppets being 
pulled on a string and the  
masters who pull the strings. 

Be open to ideas from almost any source—magazines, books, films, 
etc. Involving the client may reveal that you are not an incredible walk-
ing idea factory; however, ideas that formulated through collaboration 
may be more beneficial than those that are generated in isolation. 
Observing the work of other designers and design movements can also 
help foster new ideas. This should be exercised with moderation, since 
relying too greatly on other styles can be dangerous.

risk taking 
Throughout history, stylistic movements in art and graphic design 
were manifested from groundbreaking visionaries and experimenters 
who deviated from the norm. Fauvist painters were referred to as “wild 
beasts” by virtue of their garish color combinations and harsh, visible 
brush strokes. Their work eventually became celebrated and absorbed 
into impressionist painting. David Carson took risks by ignoring the 
conventions of print and introduced a broad spectrum of innovative 
design solutions to Ray Gun magazine. Although his style was rejected, 
it eventually became a milestone in print design and gained popularity 
among a fast growing audience. The rebellious nature of designers who 
were hired by MTV challenged the conventions of corporate identity 
by introducing an entirely new edgy style that eventually spawned new 
approaches to broadcast animation for channels such as CNN, VH1, 
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and Nickelodeon. These individuals did not gain artistic satisfaction 
from following the same design recipe; rather, they broke out of their 
safe, cozy territories to embrace and celebrate the power of imagina-
tion by keeping an open mind and considering unexpected ideas. 

Taking risks means venturing into new, unfamiliar territory. This may 
feel uncomfortable because of the potential dismissal of an idea by 
your client or audience. (Realize that you can always fall back on an 
alternative, perhaps less radical, approach.) Despite the level of  
discomfort, applying the same formula time after time can become 
intellectually dull, and your creative resources can become stale if you 
remain on a plateau for too long. The consequences of not being  
accepted by the mainstream are worth your chance of discovery.

experimentation 
Like science, artistic concepts are based on an evolution of discovery 
through experimentation. Experimentation contributes to ideation 
by opening up your thought processes and eliminating contrived or 
trendy solutions. It relies on the element of play and embraces the un-
expected, allowing accidents to become possibilities. New discoveries 

9.11
Html and Flash Web site pages. 
Concept, design, and animation 
by Jon Krasner. © AML Moving  
& Storage. 

Pride in workmanship and family 
traditions served as inspirations 
for these designs.

The experimental, rebellious nature 
of MTV challenged the conventions 
of corporate identity by introducing 
a new edgy style that spawned new 
approaches to broadcast design. 
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can lead to sophisticated approaches to problem solving. Further,  
experimentation gives you the opportunity to attain individuality. 
Since risk taking is involved, experimental play is not intended to  
produce mediocrity; rather, its goal is to make life less predictable. 

A friend of mine once defined art as “studied playtime.” In order to 
maintain that state of mind and keep the pathways to creativity open, 
take the “scenic route” and allow your mind to wander. Stay alert to the 
possibility of serendipity. If you find yourself coming back to an idea 
that lacks ingenuity, revisit it later from a fresh perspective.

 
Cultivation

Once ideas have been formulated, they must be cultivated to mature 
properly, just as a garden must be cultivated by fertilizing, weeding, 
and watering to produce a successful harvest.

evaluation 
Once your concepts are generated through brainstorming, evaluating 
them objectively helps you decide what to keep and what to discard 
before plummeting into production. This involves reconsidering the 
concept’s appropriateness with respect to the project’s goals. Questions 
to ask youself at this stage are:

1.  Will my concept capture and hold my audience’s attention?

2.   Is this idea based strictly on technique or trend?

3.   Is this concept different enough from what has already been done? 

4.   Is this concept realistic enough to implement technically? 

5.   Will the means needed to implement my idea fit within the budget? 

selection 
Once evaluation has taken place, the process of selection begins. On a 
positive note, you get to make the first cut before the client begins his 
or her jurying process. Although it can be painful to let go of invigorat-
ing ideas that may be more appropriate for another project, present-
ing too many concepts can be counterproductive. Consequently, the 
client can develop the expectation that you will always provide numer-
ous possibilities for every project. Relinquishing this much creative 

My six-year-old son, Harris, is often 
lost in experimentation when 
collecting discarded objects for a 
“garden party” or preparing for 
his trip to the Arctic Circle. To him, 
time magically folds in on itself, and 
the surrounding world comes to a 
screeching halt. In many cases, his 
original idea becomes secondary to 
the exciting possibilities that he  
discovers along the way. Later in his 
life, Harris will become exposed to 
rules and conventions. I will always 
be there to celebrate and help him 
embrace his imagination, creative 
spark, and individuality.

“In traditional design you learn 

from accidents: You spill paint 

and come up with something 

better than what you intended. 

The same thing happens on the 

Mac: You go into Fat Bits, see a 

pattern, and say, ‘Ah, that looks 

better than the original!’”

—April Greiman
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control to the client can result in him or her choosing a concept that 
you do not strongly support. In your absence, bits and pieces of your 
ideas may be mixed and matched in a way that is not in line with your 
thinking. Further, the opinions of other coworkers not involved in the 
project may be taken into consideration; such uninformed input can 
be detrimental to what you are trying to accomplish. Therefore, it is in 
your best interest to be discriminating and submit only the concepts 
that, in your opinion, are the best. 

clarification and refinement 
Depending on the client’s and test audience’s response, your concept 
will most likely require further clarification. Pencil thumbnails may not 
adequately describe your idea in visual terms. More finished roughs 
should give a clearer representation of the visuals and typography, 
compositional treatment, and motion strategies. Techniques such as 
collage, photomontage, and photocopying allow quick composites to 
be generated. A wide range of natural media, including brush, marker, 
and colored pencil, can also be used to introduce color and texture. 
Digital refinement can offer a degree of polish. Depending upon the 
scope of your project, it may be necessary to go a step further and 
develop motion tests to resolve how elements will move and change 
ahead of time. Additionally, the client is able to experience the kinetic 
quality of the concept before production, allowing him or her to give 
approval and provide feedback early on.

In 2004, twenty2product developed a set of motion tests to be used for 
a looped opening animation sequence to “My Favorite Conference,” a 
large-scale trade show in Singapore (9.13). This event was sponsored 
by IdN, an international publication for the design community in Asia-
Pacific and other parts of the world. Similar to Macworld, the event 
was dedicated to the merging of different graphic design disciplines to 
give rise to unique creative and contemporary insights. The goal of the 
opening sequence was to introduce topics to be presented at the con-
ference and acknowledge the individual speakers and corporate spon-
sors. Terry Green, creative director and co-founder of twenty2product, 
refers to these segments as “artifacts” of their working process that 
may or may not appear as a layer in the final composition. Working in 
this manner helped move ideas forward. 

9.12
A series of motion studies for 
Adobe’s Expert Support trade 
show offered ways that the 
components of the Adobe logo 
and titling could be animated in 
an orthographic space with a flat-
tened perspective. Courtesy of 
twenty2product. Copyright 2004 
Adobe Systems.
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9.13
Frames from motion sketches 
for “My Favorite Conference.” 
Courtesy of twenty2product.
Copyright 2004 IdN, all rights 
reserved.

9.14
This set of motion tests were 
used in a music video for Susumu 
Hirasawa, a Japanese electropop-
artist, known in Western cultures 
for his anime soundtracks. They 
were also used in a promotional 
spot for Santana Row, a premier 
retail and entertainment complex 
in San Jose, California. Courtesy 
of twenty2product.
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