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FOREWORD

Loving something, even being good at it, doesn’t ensure success. This is a lesson many designers, including myself, had to learn the hard way. I didn’t know it at the time, but when I graduated from ArtCenter College of Design with a BFA in graphic design, I thought I was well prepared. In fact, I remember not paying attention during my marketing/sales class. I had this belief that marketing and self promotion were a way to compensate for a weak portfolio. I know how foolish and arrogant that sounds, yet that’s what I thought at the time.

My portfolio, by my estimation, was good enough to get me work, or so I thought. So I skipped portfolio preparation class and didn’t sign up for a single on-campus interview.

Just a few months after graduation, I had the opportunity to start my own company, so I did. I registered a company name, opened a checking account, got a business license, paid my fees and was off to the races. Except... nothing happened. Crickets. No one called. No one cared. I quickly learned that I was a tiny, insignificant fish, lost in a giant ocean. It was a humbling experience.

I later realized that it took a lot more than a portfolio to be successful. You need the right mix of focus, exposure, guidance, relationships, business acumen, resources and a little bit of luck to run a design business.

“If you fail to plan, you are planning to fail.”—Benjamin Franklin

Sadly, I didn’t even know where to start. Who do I call? What do I ask? Where do I go? I did the best I could, and made up the rest as I went along. It was like trying to solve a Rubik’s cube in the dark, with one hand. Unsurprisingly, the first two years in business were the hardest of my life—filled with lost pitches, long hours of work and little financial reward. It felt like every decision I made led me down an inevitable path of failure, embarrassment and lost opportunity.

It sounds painful. I know. That’s because it was. For those who are reading this, you’ll come to quickly realize that Paul has written something quite special—a business/marketing guide for creatives.

Business books are dry and dense, and tend to over-explain concepts with theories that are not applicable for most creatives. Design books, though rich with inspiration, are usually light on practical advice. Seeing what others do rarely leads to doing what they do.

Sh*t They Didn’t Tell You is a seriously fun, straight-talking, highly potent book of ideas, written from the vantage point of someone who has been in the trenches and lived to tell about it.

Paul has managed to write an honest, sincere, and easy-to-digest book about the business of design. It’s full of super-smart advice, whimsical illustrations, useful diagrams, and flow charts to help you make the best decisions in alignment with who you are, and covers a range of topics, like how to: create a portfolio that doesn’t suck, present your work, deal with clients, and find a job you love (to name a few).

Wouldn’t it be great to do work that you love, for people you care about, and companies you believe in? Isn’t that the whole reason why you got into design in the first place? Yeah. Me too!

This book is the book I wish I’d had (and read) when I was embarking on my career. Sit back, dig in, and apply what you learn. You’ll save yourself from committing the same silly and totally unnecessary mistakes I made.

Chris Do

Entrepreneur, designer, teacher, and speaker

The Futur




PREFACE

When I left design school in 2010, I was more than a little lost. In the months immediately after my graduate show, I fell into a deep funk, unsure of myself, the type of work I should be doing, and the prospective career path in front of me. I flunked several job interviews, gained about 30 pounds, and spent the bulk of six months in a state of existential uncertainty that would make even Kanye West proud. In short, I had no idea where to start.

This feeling of uncertainty is common for those starting out in the creative industries, and no wonder. Even with the rise of online learning and the democratized sharing of knowledge, the gap between creative education and the “real world” is substantial. Young creatives starting out are largely unprepared for what to expect and the skills they actually need. Perhaps more importantly, there is a general unawareness of the breadth of perks that a creative career can really offer you.

When I started out, I had no idea about—well, anything, really. I didn’t know how much I should charge for my work. I didn’t know I needed a good accountant, or a lawyer, for that matter. I didn’t know that it was possible to get paid to travel and live around the world (in my case, London, Berlin, New York, and Los Angeles). I certainly didn’t know that it was possible to get rich being a designer. And I didn’t know that sometimes, just sometimes, creative work can change the world. This, dear reader, is the shit they—your peers, your professors, your co-workers, and even your mom—didn’t tell you.

Looking back, what I really needed was a guide to help me find my way in the industry. Not just another “business-for-creatives” book, but something more akin to a travel guide that laid out the options in front of me and helped me make the right decisions. Something that was simple, visual, and perhaps even fun. A guide that made planning those tricky first steps of one’s career more like planning a travel adventure.

After searching high and low, I realized that no such book existed. It is for that reason that you, dear reader, are reading these words today. Think of this book as a pocket guide to help you plan your stops along the way. Perhaps you want to work at an agency in a big city on the other side of the world? Maybe you want to get paid to travel the world as a freelancer? Your passion might lie in a more noble pursuit, such as using your talents to change the world through a social cause. Or perhaps—and most likely—you don’t really know yet, and just need a map to help you navigate your course. You’ve come to the right place. Over these 144 pages, I hope things will become a little clearer.

Enough blabbering from me. Let’s get started.

Paul Woods



[image: Illustration]





TAKE A MOMENT, MAKE A PLAN

It’s the morning after your graduate show. Lying among a sea of bottles from the night before with an unrelenting hammer inside your brain that refuses to stop thumping, you attempt to pull yourself together. A wave of anxiety threatens to swallow you up as the greatest existential question of all raises its head: Where do I start? And with that, you realize that the party is over, and the real world beckons. Shit.





THE POST-GRADUATION PANIC

Uncertainty. Anxiety. Existential doubt. No, I’m not talking about the latest episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians. I am, of course, referring to the post-graduation crisis, a rather nasty condition that almost everyone experiences at the start of their career.

Without question, the months following graduation are among the most difficult times of your professional career. You’ve gone from the warm and safe confines of university—a cozy place where you constantly had the ear and interest of your professors and peers—to the cold reality of a world that gives zero fucks about you. Your professors have moved onto the next fresh batch of final-year students and you are older news than a slice of pie that’s been sitting out in the sun for too long. You are on your own. It is like being slapped with a cold, wet fish.

As a means of reassurance, I will tell you this: The postgraduate panic affects everyone, regardless of talent, networking ability, or grades. In 2010, I graduated near the top of my class, won a rather handsome collection of student awards, and was the apple of my professors’ collective eyes. The day after our graduate show, I was just as much on my own as every other graduate scrambling for a first-round interview for an internship, let alone a full-time job. I was entirely unprepared for the real world, and I fell into a severe funk for about six months until I moved to London. In fact, it took me a couple of years to regain the confidence from my university days. Don’t fret, dear reader. This is part of everyone’s career, and those of us with a creative disposition are even more prone to it.

So, what can you do about the post-graduation panic? The answer is: quite a lot, actually. Now is the time to get organized and make a plan to conquer the world. Or, at the very least, make a plan to get out of your hungover state.




THOUGHTS OF THE GRADUATE
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WHERE DO I START?
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A PLAN

Every great creative career starts with two clear steps: Create a long-term goal and put in place the tasks you need to make it happen. It’s not rocket science. Think of planning your career as like planning a trip abroad. You wouldn’t start without doing at least a little research, picking a destination, and buying your plane tickets. Sure, the details of each place you may stop at along the way will change—after all, the best experiences are usually the most unexpected ones—but



MAKING YOUR PLAN


STEP ONE: THINK BIG. NOW THINK BIGGER






STEP TWO: CREATE YOUR STATEMENT OF INTENT








GOOD PLANNING




NO PLANNING







STEP THREE: PRIORITIZE THE FIRST FIVE STEPS TO REACH THAT GOAL









STEP FOUR: COMMUNICATE YOUR PLAN


STEP FIVE: BE READY TO FOLLOW THE OPPORTUNITIES




GETTING STARTED CHECKLIST*
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