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Amazing Pace:
Shared Views
on the Design Process

E X E C U T I V E  P E R S P E C T I V E

Pamela DeCesare runs a 13-person brand identity
and package design team for the Rye Brook, New
York offices of Kraft Foods. She and her team are
directly responsible for more than 65 brands and for
up to 175 active design assignments at a time.

Rob Wallace manages a 25-person brand
identity design consultancy, Wallace Church, in
Manhattan. In addition to Kraft, the company
works with more than three dozen global corpora-
tions. From their work together, they offer the
following insights.

DeCesare: It’s easy to say that we live and
work in an age of information overload, with
light-speed ability to communicate and share
ideas, knowledge, and expectations. Technol-
ogy has sped up the pace of business, so the
pace at which we work is faster, the volume
ever-increasing, and the time to market di-
minished. This competitive pace, as well as
lean corporate structures, has driven many
corporate design departments to optimize the
design process and seek a select group of
consultants with whom to develop business
relationships. These consultants can build

B y  P a m e l a  D e C e s a r e  a n d  R o b  W a l l a c e
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the design partners to those that add the most value, standardizing proposal con-
tent, establishing a client-dedicated design team, and automating the approval
process are several of the strategies they highlight.

sultant relationship, and they generously share key principles that
support that success. Formatting the design process, narrowing
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upon guidelines and principles and create a
true partnership that can provide timesaving
value throughout every step of the design
process while continuing to increase overall
effectiveness.

Wallace: Not too long ago, when dealing
with consultants, marketers had a choice of
two items from the ageless quality/cost/time
triad. In today’s environment, premium
quality at a competitive price is the cost of
entry. Consultants who don’t exceed expec-
tations in every aspect of design, production,
and service and who can’t work within a
client’s budget parameters are not in busi-
ness for long. And yet, in this survival-of-
the-fastest economy, speed now seems the
most critical issue and is an expected com-
modity. A design assignment that would
have required 16 to 18 weeks in 1995 is now
almost routinely completed in half that time.
Technology has certainly played a large role
in speeding the process, but the primary
advances have come from shortcutting the
design management process, without taking
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any design short cuts.
DeCesare: In an effort to optimize the

process, corporate design departments and
their consultants have teamed up to better
understand each other’s businesses and to
determine how they can work together to
optimize cost and time efficiencies while
bringing stronger, more-effective design to
the marketplace.

Formatting the
Design Process
Wallace: Regardless
of the industry, the
marketing function
is fairly consistent
from one corpora-
tion to the next.
That’s because
marketing, as a
discipline, has been
studied, and best
practices have been
established. On the

other hand, when comparing our 30 active
clients, the brand identity design process
varies enormously. Some of our clients have
large in-house design studios that create
design and produce photography. Others use
design process directors, who coordinate the
efforts of a select set of outside consultants.
Still other corporations have a one-person
department. And quite a number of clients
have no centralized brand identity process at
all, leaving their marketing teams to reinvent
the process with every new assignment.

Like marketing, advertising, and any
other business practice, the design process
can and should be compared, studied, and
documented. Kraft Foods, for example, has
taken great effort to format the process,
documenting effective design briefs, system-
atizing the design process, and automating
the steps in design approval. Other corpora-
tions conduct their own studies, establishing
consistent models and eventually, clear stan-
dards. They can also rely on their consult-
ants to help provide a perspective on auto-
mating and optimizing the design process.

It’s important to note that formatting the
design management process does not mean
restricting the process of design. As with
effective brand strategy, exceptional brand
design requires time. And nothing jeopar-
dizes either process more than rushing to
decisions and bypassing critical steps in order

to make an unrealistic deadline. However, by
better articulating design objectives, drawing
a full and more-specific target, prioritizing
messages, eliminating subjective analysis,
and providing adequate, yet concentrated,
timetables for each design phase, we’ve
found the design process is not only faster, it
results in better work.

DeCesare: To use Kraft Foods again as an
example: The company has brought insight
and experience to creating a design manage-
ment discipline that simultaneously supports
the creative process while managing efficien-
cies necessary to support the needs of the
business. The creative process is grounded in
key management principles and consumer
insights; it is uniquely and simultaneously
right- and left-brained. The process is a
compilation of design-management best
practices that define tools and deliverables
for planning, communicating effectively to
the broad team of internal and external ex-
perts, involving senior management, and
strengthening teamwork and accountability
across all touch-points and participants.

With a high volume of high-profile
brands and projects to manage, Kraft’s
structure offers a guiding framework. It is
designed to promote efficiencies while
remaining flexible enough to support the
needs of individual projects and business
objectives. Most important, the process al-
lows design firms to focus less on “process”
(since that is already in place) and more on
the end product—brand design excellence.

Limit Your Design Partners to Those
that Add the Most Value
DeCesare: We are privileged to be associated
with some of the most talented and savvy
brand design firms in the business. Yet, as
the demand for persuasive brand images
increases in an ever-more-competitive envi-
ronment, the cost of entry for our design
consultants becomes even higher. Buttoned-
up project management and attention to
detail, quick response time, competitive
pricing, and great creative must all be accom-
plished through methodologies that target
consumer insights and support our need to
build brands quickly and effectively.

The expertise design firms bring to the
branding equation is critical to utilizing de-
sign opportunities effectively. While Kraft’s
design department has yet to complete a
formal methodology for determining our
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“one true list” of consultant partners, we are
quick to admit the rules for branding are
continually changing—and design must be
smarter than ever. Our partners understand
that design must be immediately focused on
consumer insights, speak to the essence of the
brand, and win the war on the shelf. Our best
practices for “managing” the design process
support innovation and creativity by focusing
on the end game, rather than on reinventing
tactical parameters time and again.

Wallace: From the consultant’s perspective,
being selected among a few choice partners
implies a trust and respect that we return to
all our preferred clients. With some of our
clients, we exchange a reduced fee structure
for a handshake commitment to an annual
amount of work. Having some sense of as-
surance of a steady workflow allows us to
anticipate and staff up for those peak periods
so that we can be even more responsive dur-
ing the most intense and critical deadlines.

Standardize the Proposal
Wallace: Every design firm wants to stress,
through its proposal, its unique approach to
an assignment. However, this process often
results in proposals that resemble each other
as closely as apples do oranges. Just sorting
out these disparate proposals in order to
understand how one firm compares with
another is a time-burning proposition. By
standardizing the proposal format or, more
specifically, by detailing the exact efforts to
be presented in each phase, proposals can be
immediately compared. Kraft uses a proposal
format that standardizes each effort yet
allows designers to express their unique
approaches to the assignment.

From the consultant’s perspective,
standardized proposals can be completed in
an hour or two versus a day or two for the
traditional dog-and-pony show. Time being
money, we do not have to bury the cost for
preparing the proposal in our design fees,
which makes the standardized proposal more
cost-efficient, as well.

DeCesare: The scope of our project work
can be defined by four degrees of complexity,
from new product introductions through
minor copy changes. While the scope of
work varies considerably, the design process
is essentially one of exploration, develop-
ment, refinement, and implementation. As
design managers, in addition to offering
creative leadership, it is our responsibility to

manage all the financial aspects of a branding
assignment. With this responsibility comes a
need to understand the best methodology for
arriving at a design solution and to compare
practices and costs effectively. Standardiza-
tion provides some parameters, especially on
smaller initiatives, to making this step of the
process more comparative and clear.

Visualize the Brand Essence;
Communicate the Brand Experience
Wallace: You’d never run an ad not knowing
what the words in it mean, and yet marketers
have often initiated design assignments with-
out understanding the rich message that a
brand’s visual essence communicates. Colors,
icons, symbols, and graphics speak a very
articulate language. Research indicates that
this visual language is much more effective
than words in expressing the emotional con-
nection between a product and a consumer.
A brand’s visual language is also often univer-
sally understood in every culture, making it a
valuable tool for global brands. We remember
visuals much more effectively than we re-
member words, making graphic shapes and
colors our brands’ core mnemonics.

By visually articulating the brand’s core
essence, its core emotions, and the core ex-
perience it offers
consumers before
the design assign-
ment starts, we can
dramatically focus
on the target and
streamline the de-
sign exploration
process. Establishing
a brand’s visual es-
sence also solidifies
consensus of goals
among all team play-
ers. When all deci-
sion makers agree to
a brand’s visual es-
sence before the design process starts, we can
eliminate subjective design direction and
what-if scenarios. In short, better design is
produced and approved faster.

DeCesare: Articulating a brand’s core es-
sence through packaging is one of the great-
est and most meaningful challenges a brand
can have. Brand essence speaks to the
consumer’s emotional connection to a prod-
uct or service, and it is the package that em-
bodies and communicates the consumer’s
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emotional experience of the product.
Over the years, designers have focused on

creating symbols and elements that broke
through shelf clutter, communicated prod-
uct attributes, and looked appealing. As we
seek to establish deeper and more meaning-
ful relationships with our consumers—based

upon insights into
their needs and de-
sires—packaging
should also reflect
this knowledge. By
understanding the
visual cues to com-
municating certain
aspects of the brand
experience—such as
connecting families
over food, finding
time to “unplug,” or
simply taking care of
yourself—those

responsible for developing and managing
brand identity can identify the visual lan-
guage that supports the emotional commu-
nication. The brand’s visual language be-
comes a unifying communications platform
which, when developed synergistically with
key advertising, promotions, and public
relations partners, creates a strong, unifying
brand message for consumers. Most impor-
tant, when the branding team can under-
stand and validate a brand’s visual language
at the onset of design exploration, the work
is more targeted and design decisions less
subjective. Ultimately, design is more mean-
ingful and effective.

Dedicate a Design Team
Wallace: Design consultants have started to
borrow a strategy already put into practice by
pre-press houses and printers: They are
dedicating select employees to a specific
client’s business. Many are actually housing
these employees in the client’s facilities.
Some of these client-dedicated employees
are designers or design production techni-
cians actually creating work in-house. They
are often electronically linked to the primary
design firm, ensuring a critical consistency in
creative direction. Other in-house consult-
ants help with project trafficking, chasing
down missing copy, or simply camping out-
side offices in order to literally walk a design
through the approval process.

DeCesare: As we focus on continually

adding strategic design value to our organiza-
tion, we have looked to outsource and part-
ner with experts in the area of technology. By
narrowing our partnerships dramatically, we
have been able to focus our knowledge shar-
ing and training while tapping into the
broad-based expertise of our separators and
digital art supplier. By bringing their exper-
tise on site, we have seen efficiencies in tim-
ing and costs relative to tracking the flow of
information, reviewing artwork, and prob-
lem-solving complex logistical challenges.

Establish Long-term Partnerships
Wallace: Like advertising agencies, which are
often retained for the long term, brand iden-
tity consultants are starting to be awarded
long-term commitments to manage every
design aspect of a growing brand or series of
brands. Often, this comes after a major
brand design or redesign assignment. The
deep knowledge a specific design consultant
has of the brand translates into efficiency
advantages over a new firm trying to catch
up on the learning curve. With marketing
changing players so rapidly, it’s often the
corporate design manager and the dedicated
consultant who has the most enduring his-
tory with the brand. As a result, the design
manager and the design firm can add addi-
tional value as we share the role of brand
steward.

DeCesare: It seems that long-term com-
mitments have always been a way of life for
corporations and advertising agencies. We
have had the pleasure of adapting certain
aspects of a long-term relationship with
firms that have displayed unparalleled design
abilities in their work with specific brands.
In doing so, we have seen efficiencies in the
design firm’s internalization of brand oppor-
tunities and consumer insights, and we have
leveraged their passion for the business by
involving them in ongoing brand planning
and discussions.

Recently, Kraft Foods partnered with
Wallace Church to develop a new brand
image for Pollio Dairy Products, a 100-year-
old Italian company. The relationship was
comprehensive and integrated; it began by
tapping into Wallace Church’s branding
expertise as it proposed a proprietary design
methodology for this business opportunity.
In the process, Wallace Church developed a
visual language for the brand that integrated
design communications across all consumer

As design managers,

 in addition to offering

creative leadership, it is our

responsibility to manage all

the financial aspects of a

branding assignment



DESIGN MANAGEMENT JOURNAL   SPRING 2000     19

AMAZING PACE: SHARED VIEWS ON THE DESIGN PROCESS

communications. The result is a targeted,
effective design solution that speaks to the
joy of connecting families over food. The
team was focused on integrated communica-
tions and consumer insights, steeped in the
knowledge of what it took to visually com-
municate the essence of the brand—and it
made for a seamless process.

Develop a Shared Vision
DeCesare: To develop and maintain any suc-
cessful and effective relationship, both part-
ners must be focused on similar goals and
have a shared vision of a desired future state.
Brand design affords many opportunities to
define excellence, the most obvious of which
is the effectiveness of the brand at communi-
cating brand essence and ultimately increas-
ing a business’s bottom line by attracting
customers to the shelf.

While “doing business” may imply that
rooted at the core of partnership is the client/
supplier dynamic, partnership requires align-
ment and, along with it, great communica-
tion and a win-win mentality. Incumbent
upon brand design success is a shared vision
of brand design that evolves through the
designer, as well as the client.

Automate the Approval Process
Wallace: Many of our clients are using the
Internet, digital teleconferencing, .pdf files,
and e-mail to automate the design routing
and approval process. Some of our clients
have gone to a Lotus Notes-based program
in which design files are automatically trans-
mitted from one department to the next,
with a specific time allotted for each
department’s approval. Built-in software
monitors determine if the process has stalled
at any step and send out daily, sometimes
hourly, e-mail reminders to the responsible
parties.

DeCesare: The best process in the world is
a seamless one. The best design process in
the world is one in which the design solu-
tion is compelling and the process of getting
there is easy. Digital technology has created a
great opportunity for us to automate aspects
of design development that promote com-
municating to a broad team, sharing key
tactical information, finalizing copy, review-
ing label/legal compliance, and so on.

While there is nothing like a face-to-face
meeting to discuss design, the electronic
process does afford a few opportunities to

review and comment on design. The
Internet and .pdf files are effective tools for
reviewing “thought-starters” and providing
feedback to the design firm in its initial ex-
plorations. They can help expedite design,
especially when tweaking occurs in the final
stages.

Synthesize All Brand Communications
DeCesare: Few consumers know that the
brand communications they receive are cre-
ated by many people, in different teams,
with different interpretations of a brand’s
core essence or consumers’ insights. That is
the case, more often than not. Yet there is no
denying that the most compelling brand
images are those that communicate a single
focused and relevant consumer message—
consistently and undeniably across all points
of contact.

As the brand
design process is
analyzed and argued
and implemented
and perfected, it
should ultimately
seek to define the
most compelling
consumer insight
and to understand
the visual language
for communicating
that most important
insight or message.
Design firms have
demonstrated tremendous talent solving
packaging impact, information, and unique-
ness issues. What remains as the next terri-
tory to be conquered is what ultimately
makes or breaks a brand—the consumer’s
emotional association, most commonly cre-
ated by the brand image at the point of sale.
And what better place to bring to life a
brand’s message than through its most
meaningful and lasting messenger, the pack-
age? And who better to do so than design
firms and design managers, who can dig
deep into consumer insights and create a
visual language that can come to life on shelf
and be leveraged across all communications
vehicles?  � (Reprint #00112DES15)
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