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Don’t be a carbon 
copy designer
Style, as I define it, is the 
reoccurrence of elements from 
one piece of work to the next. 
Style should reflect the designer 
and his/her experience. Rather, 
style commonly tends to be a 
recycling of major parts. I said 

“elements” before for a reason. 
Reusing a good font, color or 
grid is fine. But... I wonder if 
applying the same formula to 
everything is really design? 

Think about it like this: If 
everything you did looked and 
worked as if cast from the same 
mold, how would you evolve? 
Experimentation is a big part of 
design (at least for me). Doing 
the same thing over and over 
has to have a negative effect on 
exploration, because, well, you 
aren’t exploring. Allow me an 
analogy. 

Designers need to evolve to sur-
vive just like anything else. There 
is always merit in figuring some-
thing out. I think this is what 
design is all about. The challenge 
is doing it the first time, not the 
10th time. Once you find the right 
combination of layout, color, im-
age, type, content, intent, etc. let 
it rest. When it all comes together, 
call it done and try something 
else. 

Take a lesson from music. Popu-
lar music is trend. But there are 
artists who surpass this, who stay 
around over time. Why? 
Because, some artists have been 
in a perpetual state of reinven-
tion since their first song. No 
one wants to hear the same thing 
from the same person forever.
 
Design is no different.

With that said, I also wish to take 
issue with the client side of de-
sign. How does style effect client 
work. It is easy for most design-
ers to do a great site for their own 
firm. But, can they do it for their 
clients?  
 
I see a lot a great self-promotion 
sites with very substandard 
portfolios. I think, and I could be 
wrong, but I think that this hap-
pens because the client doesn’t 
want the “carbon copy house”, 
they want the “new house”. 
And the “carpenter” can’t build 
it. The usual response to this is 
an attempt to put the client down 
at a lower level. You call them 
stupid and talk of how bad their 
taste is while you sit suffering 
through their project anyway. 
You wind up getting your check 
and you add their substandard 
compromise to your already sub-
standard portfolio. 

And I ask you, couldn’t this have 
been avoided if you approached 
the problem in a way unique to 
the client andtheir individual 
problems? In these cases, what I 
find most ironic is that the client 
will strip away the style from you, 
thus removing the only resem-
blance of the designer at all.

Set trends then abandon them. 
Reuse elements that work, but 
don’t overdo it. You can shear a 
sheep many times but skin it only 
once...

Establishing a defined style 
for yourself is the hardest thing 
you’ll ever do as a designer, and 
is also the most important. The 
main thing is, once you create a 
style for your self to a point that 
you can be recognized by, you 
have to learn how to use it for 
you and not against you. 

 

For the worse:

Your client could care less, he or 
she may see your style, and wants 
it. Your client doesn’t care that 
your style may have nothing to do 
with what they are selling, but the 
way they see it is, your style is hot, 
it’s fresh, it’s groovy, and they 
want it. So, they hire you, know-
ing what there going to get, and 
how there going to get it. 

FOR THE BETTER:

You can take what you have 
learned in developing a style for 
yourself, and relate that to devel-
oping a style for your client. Hell, 
you already have been able to 
define yourself as a person threw 
design, so creating a style for your 
client will be no problem at all. 

Once you define a set style for 
yourself, you are no longer a 
designer, but an artist. In design, 
you take all aspects of the client, 
and relate them to that design 
of whatever you are creating for 
them. You yourself, have nothing 
to do with your clients design. 

This will hinder you work, if your 
a punk, all you will end up doing 
is working for punk rock compa-
nies.

CONCLUSION:

“You could be the strongest per-
son in the world, but if you don’t 
know how to fight, even I could 
kick your ass”

What it boils down to is, that if 
you have a style or not, you have 
to learn how adapt to your clients 
needs. In fact, you are a designer, 
aren’t you? 

“Establishing a 
defined style for 
yourself is the 
hardest thing 
you’ll ever do as 
a designer, and 
is also the most 
important.“

A young carpenter builds a house. 
It is a great house and people like 
it. Soon, others want a house just 
like it. Different knobs, faucets 
and tile, but the exact same house. 
After some time, the carpenter 
has built hundreds of these hous-
es and has grown very efficient in 
doing so. 

He can now build one in half 
the time as the first one took. So, 
is he a great carpenter? What 
if someone approached him to 
build a completely new house. 
Could he do it?

“EXPERIMEN-

TATION IS A 

GREAT PART OF 

DESiGN”

“What it boils 
down to is, that 
if you have a 
style or not, you 
have to learn 
how adapt to 
your clients 
needs.”
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There is nothing wrong with adhering to a particular style. It’s limit-
ing, but this in it’self can be an advantage. Some of the best work is 
made while exploring the limits of a style or school of thought. 

Maybe people will disagree with me, but think of all the schools of 
design and art and architecture that do this. It’s perfectly possible to 
adhere to a style, whilst simultaneously pushing the ideas further. 

It’s perfectly possible to do this and have satisfied clients. ‘all suffer 
when style is held too long without change.

Creativity, evolution, and experimentation all suffer when style is 
held too long without change. Styles almost never remain static. 
They are fragmented and changed.

“creativity and evo-
lution suffer when a 
style is held too long”

Face it, people copy each other 
all the time. But imitations are 
never perfect and so a style can 
change incrementally. Yes it may 
stagnate but sometimes someone 
will make work that is excep-
tionally interesting and exciting 
while staying within the con-
straints of a style. 

I think the real culprit for dis-
satisfying clients is not simply 
brainless adherence to style. I 
think it has more to do with an  
arrogance that some designers 
have. The perception that they 
simply know what is best and 
that the client is a pleb if they 
critisize or complain or simply 
disagree. This is so very wrong. 

Clients are a designers business. 
You need to make something that 
they are happy with. This arro-
gance may show it’self as a stub-
born adherence to a style. But 
let’s not blame the style, blame 
the designer. 

It should a case of the right tools 
for the job, or more correctly, the 
right styles for the job, not satis-
fying your own ego. 

Paramount is that the design must 
fit the job, and ultimately the cli-
ent must be happy with the work 
that you do. All other concerns 
are secondary. If it’s possible to 
do this while keeping to a style of 
design that you love, then good 
luck to you, but having an un-
happy client because you won’t 
change style is pretty damn silly.

So in basicly, I don’t think styles 
themselves are bad. Adhering to 
them isn’t bad either. Failing to 
be flexible when you need to be 
is bad.

Ok, there is my view. You may 
disagree, you may think I’m 
completely wrong. If this is the 
case, convince me otherwise. I’m 
willing to change my mind, but I 
need a good argument for that :)

“Styles almost 
never remain static”
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