
 

 
 
Module Three, The Project Lifecycle 
Video Two, Working with a Designer 
 
Here’s what you’ll learn: We’ll go over the ideal collaboration schedule and 
how to set up your time so that everything goes smoothly.  You’ll learn how 
to concept ideas—you know how to brainstorm for copy and they know how 
to brainstorm for design, so here’s how to bring it together. We’ll also talk 
about writing for layouts that don’t exist yet. After you guys concept, your 
designer is going to go back to design and you’re going to go back to write, 
but you won’t actually have anything to fill it into yet. Next, we’ll talk about 
how to give input on design ideas without ruining your relationship with 
your designer. We’ll go over a few design concepts you should know. You 
don’t need to know a ton, but there are a few that will really help you as you 
work with your designer. And finally, we’ll finish up with common 
collaboration pitfalls and how to avoid them so you have a happy and 
healthy relationship with your design partner. 
 
The ideal collaboration. Your designer is your partner throughout the whole 
creative process. The closer you work together, the better. Some of my most 
fun and rewarding work partnerships have been with designers, and once 
you get to the point where you’re working smoothly and the two of you are 
thinking harmoniously, you do just phenomenal work. The exact way you 
work with your designer may change from project to project, but here’s the 
best way: both of you should be in the kick-off so you get the exact same 
input and you hear the same comments and thoughts from everyone around 
the table. I’ve actually never been in a kick-off in which the designer and the 
copywriter haven’t been together. It’s crucial that both of you be there 
together. Next, you’ll meet up after the kick-off to concept your piece. In 
general, the sooner you can meet after the kick-off the better to keep your 
memory of the discussions fresh. We’ll go into exactly how to concept in a 
few moments. 
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After you’ve finished concepting and you both feel comfortable that you’re 
on the same page, you’re going to separate so that you can write up the copy 
and your designer can start working on the design. When you feel good 
about the copy that you’ve put together, send it over to your designer so that 
he can put it into the layout but, as I’ve said before, don’t get married to 
anything. Once your copy is in layout, it’s going to be your opportunity to 
finesse the copy and design and help them work better together. The very, 
very best way to do this is to actually go and sit with your designer in front 
of his computer to evaluate the layout and make changes to it on screen. 
Without seeing it onscreen when you have the opportunity, you’re just 
guessing at which changes will work and which won’t.  
 
Working together on screen lets you see where things need to be trimmed, 
how you can better balance the copy with the layout, which parts of your 
copy are getting emphasized and how the copy is coming across in layout. 
After the two of you have made changes to the layout on screen, you also 
want to make sure you check in together again before the creative review to 
make sure you’re both on board with what you’re presenting. Don’t schedule 
this regroup right before the creative review, though, since you want to have 
time to make changes if changes need to be made. You will definitely 
encounter times when you get back together, you look at the piece and you 
think, “This isn’t ready. This isn’t quite right. We have to make changes.” 
You should never present anything but your best work in your creative 
reviews so if you don’t leave time for changes, you run the risk of doing just 
that. After the creative review, regroup with your designer again to discuss 
feedback and requested changes.  
 
How to concept ideas. As you concept ideas, you’ll be looking for creative 
ways to convey the benefit to consumers while staying on-brand. Think of 
ways to convey the benefit to your target audience in ways that are 
conventional, and then think of ways to convey it in ways that are non-
conventional. Put yourself in your target audience’s shoes and ask yourself 
what kinds of messages and imagery you would be likely to respond to. Like 
in any brainstorm, you want to start big and narrow it down. Start out big 
and bold. You never know when crazy ideas are going to lead to something 
that you can actually use with small tweaks. The ground rules should be that 
there are no bad ideas and, at least at the beginning of your concepting 
session, it’s a free and open space and you can say anything. You will both 
be held equally accountable for the work, so you need to make sure you’re 
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both equally contributing to the concept session. And it can’t be just you 
contributing copy or just them contributing designs; you’re going to have 
ideas for what it looks like and they should have ideas for what it says. Both 
of you should be riffing off of each other to come up with bigger and better 
ideas.  
 
At the same time, though, you don’t know everything. Your designer may be 
able to execute something much better than you’re imagining it. If he 
suggests something that you don’t think is very good, you want to bring up 
any reservations you have about it, but at the same time, you also need to 
have a bit of faith in his abilities. There’s definitely a certain level of trust 
required in concepting with someone else, especially with someone whose 
abilities are so different from yours. About halfway through your session, 
you and your design partner need to begin to weed out the ideas that aren’t 
as strong. You can immediately get rid of those that aren’t on brand and 
those that your target audience won’t relate to. Then start digging in 
deeper—which concepts are fresh and original? Which concepts speak to the 
benefit and answering your target audience’s needs best? If you’ll be 
presenting multiple concepts, narrow it down to three: a “safe” one, meaning 
a concept that is most similar to what they’re expecting; a “bold” one, 
meaning one that is not at all what they’re expecting; and one that falls right 
in the middle. And, of course, these should also be your very best three. If 
you aren’t presenting multiple concepts, just choose your very best one!  
 
Once you’ve finished concepting and you and your design partner have 
decided which concept or concepts you’re moving forward with, you’ll 
separate so that he can work on the design and you can work on the copy. 
But how do you write copy for layouts that don’t exist yet? Sure, I suppose it 
seems like it would be easier if your designer just created the layout and then 
sent it to you to fill in the boxes with copy, but that’s not how great work is 
created. You need to work separately and then come together, since 
collaboration is key to the best creative. Since you and your designer 
concepted together, you should have some general idea of where your copy 
is going and roughly how much space you’ll have. This goes back, yet again, 
to how the medium affects the message.  
 
Based on the type of the project and the concepting you did, you’ll have a 
general idea of how much copy you’ll need, but it’s likely that you’ll need to 
do some tweaking of your copy in layout. Your copy will always look 
shorter in a Word document, too, by the way, so shoot for preemptive 
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trimming. Because Word documents are so wide and you write everything in 
paragraphs, it’s going to look short but when it goes into layout it will 
probably look like a ton of copy. Trim like crazy before it gets to your 
designer. You’ll also get better at estimating your copy space and length the 
more practice you get.  
 
Now, let’s talk about giving input on design. When you and your designer 
come together to look at the layout on screen, you’ll be adjusting your copy 
but you’ll both be evaluating the layout as a whole. That means that you’ll 
also have to offer your thoughts and input on the design, just as your 
designer will offer thoughts and input on your copy. And just as copy is your 
talent, design is theirs, so be sure to be sensitive and tactful just the way you 
would want them to be sensitive and tactful to you. As when giving 
feedback to anyone, try to mix in elements you like with elements that aren’t 
working for you. When it comes to things that aren’t working for you, be as 
specific as possible with them and try to identify exactly why they’re not 
working for you. Perhaps it’s that the messaging hierarchy feels off—is the 
benefit not getting as much prominence as it should? Or do some elements 
of the email’s style not fit quite right with the brand’s style and tone? When 
you first look at the email, is your eye immediately drawn to something 
other than the most important message?  
 
Hierarchy, brand style and prominence will probably be three of the biggest 
places you’ll be able to identify any issues you have. As you get further into 
your career, you’ll learn to become even more savvy with design, but for 
now these will be your top three. And each, as you’ll notice, revolve around 
how design and copy work together. When you give your feedback, too, 
remember that it’s not primarily your job to come up with the solution. You 
can have ideas for solutions, but be sure to present them to you designer as 
just ideas. In the same way that you wouldn’t want him to fix your copy for 
you, he probably doesn’t want you to fix his design for him. As you 
collaborate more, you both will get more comfortable sharing ideas for both 
copy and design solutions. Until you get to that point, just be sure to be 
respectful and polite.  
 
Let’s go over a few basics of graphic design. Again, you don’t need to know 
a ton, but learning a bit will definitely help you. Typography is the art of 
arranging or designing type, and typographic skills are definitely important 
for your design partner to have. A basic typography tenet is to avoid 
orphans. When words break at the end of the line and only one or two words 
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continue to the next one, those words are called orphans. Here’s an example 
right here.  () 
They’re a problem because, not only do they not look good, they add another 
line to a paragraph and take up extra space. Your designer may call on you 
to help him fix an orphan by rewording something in your copy or deleting 
something to make it slightly shorter and, as such, pull those orphans up to 
the line above.  
 
Generally, there should be breathing room in the design around copy and 
images; unoccupied space like that is called “white space.” White space 
helps to focus the eye on the important images and copy it surrounds. 
Balance and symmetry are also important; the layout shouldn’t feel too 
heavy up top or too heavy on the bottom or too heavy on either side. By 
“heavy,” I mean full of copy or images versus white space or areas that have 
fewer images and less copy. Overall, a design should feel pretty balanced. 
The most important element should be the first thing you notice. You want 
this to be the case since your creative is often going to have just one moment 
to hook the viewer or recipient. Within that one moment you want to hook 
them with your most compelling element, so the creative should be designed 
so that this most compelling element is the first thing they see. If the benefit 
to consumer is the most important element, which it probably is, it should 
instantly draw your eye when you first look at the creative.  
 
Sometimes I find it helpful to close my eyes and quickly open them again to 
get a fresh look at a piece and identify what it is that my eye sees first. This 
can be very hard if you and your design partner have been staring at the 
creative for a while, so you might also find it helpful to show the layout to 
someone else and just ask them what is the first thing they see. Here are a 
few little notes: People notice digits right away; they draw the eye in a 
similar way that pictures do, so if you can use them and if it’s within your 
brand voice and style, go for it. As an example, if you can write “5-0-% off” 
versus actually writing out fifty percent, do it. Also, all caps can sometimes 
look like shouting or just general aggression, so make sure you keep an eye 
out for it. It’s not always the case—the color, font and rest of the design may 
prevent that impression—but it’s worth noting and keeping in mind as you 
evaluate your creative. 
 
As in any partnership, misunderstandings and miscommunications can trip 
up the process and erode the trust between the partners. Let’s talk about a 
few common collaboration pitfalls and how to avoid them. One of the most 
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serious problems you can encounter is lack of equality between the design 
and copy partners. As much as possible, both of you need to be contributing 
equally as you brainstorm, and both of your opinions need to be weighted 
equally as you work. Neither design nor copy is more important, they are 
truly equally important; a good designer will understand this and you, as a 
good copywriter, must understand this. That means, too, that you need to 
give real consideration to your designer’s suggestions. Just because their 
particular expertise is in design, doesn’t mean they don’t have a good ear for 
copy. Incidentally, as you gain more experience as a copywriter, you’ll 
probably eventually develop a decent eye for design. You might not be able 
to design yourself, but you can see what isn’t working. To help maintain that 
equality, too, be sure to be open and honest—remember that the final project 
is going to reflect on you just as much as on your design partner. Don’t let 
yourself get railroaded, but also don’t do the railroading. Treat your partner 
as an actual partner.   
 
Another problem to watch out for is when your designer makes changes to 
your copy without consulting you. It doesn’t happen terribly often and it’s 
more likely to happen with less experienced designers, but I guarantee that 
you’ll experience it at least once in your career. You’ll notice that the copy 
isn’t what you gave your designer and you’ll hear “Oh, I just made a quick 
change” or “Oh, I cut this line.” But it’s usually not malicious, they’re just 
forgetting to recognize that you chose every single word for a specific 
reason and to meet a specific purpose. Sometimes, too, your designer may 
not want to “bother” you to make a small change or, a bit more 
disconcerting, may not want to wait the time it takes to have you come over 
and make the change.  
 
This “change the copy without you” habit is one you want to nip in the bud 
immediately. If someone is changing your copy without your knowledge, 
you run the risk of the creative being seen by a key stakeholder and you 
having to answer for copy you didn’t write. When it happens, let your 
designer know that it’s important to you to be the one to make all changes to 
your copy, especially since even small changes can affect the whole piece, 
and that you are always available to make copy changes. It’s vey important 
that you make it clear that you are happy to hop over whenever they need 
you. If you’re not in the office with them, make it clear that you’re still 
available anytime and they can just pick up the phone or send an instant 
message. Depending on your relationship, you might be able to actually say 
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that you wouldn’t change the design without asking them, so you’d ask them 
not to change the copy without asking you.  
 
Another common collaboration pitfall occurs when your designer doesn’t 
allow enough time to show you work before creative reviews. Seeing 
changes to a project for the first time in a creative review is very 
unprofessional. You face the risk of having to say, “I don’t know” when a 
client asks you a question about the creative and “I don’t know” is pretty 
much the absolute worst thing you can say. It entirely undermines your 
expertise and looks as if it contradicts your assertion that every single word 
you put in a piece of creative fulfills a purpose. Unfortunately, you can’t 
defend or explain something you haven’t seen before. The designer and the 
copywriter must be a unified front. Make sure that your designer allows time 
to show you the creative and to work with you before the creative reviews. 
Explain to your designer that you want to make sure you’re both fully 
prepared before the reviews and you’re happy to drop anything to take a 
quick look. Again, one of the reasons that your designer may fail to check in 
with you is that they want to keep the project moving. Reassure them that 
you’re on board with this, but you want to be sure you’re fully prepared. 
Don’t put this responsibility solely on the designer though, either. If you 
notice a creative review is coming up and you haven’t reviewed the layout 
yet, schedule time with your designer yourself.  
 
Who is a copywriter’s best friend? A designer. A great collaboration with a 
designer is magical. It can get to the perfect point of flow wherein you’re 
practically reading each other’s minds. It is truly the case that some of the 
best and most rewarding work I’ve done has been with designers who have 
been my true partner and then become lifelong friends. You also learn a 
great deal about design just by watching them work and asking a few 
questions here and there. You’ll be surprised by how much you learn just by 
watching what they change and adjust on screen. Design knowledge can 
only help you create better copy. Also, designers can help you find work. 
They can refer you to new clients and they also increase your colleague-of-
a-colleague, friend-of-a-friend network. The more designers you know and 
the more designers you work well with, the more opportunities you will have 
to get new work. Designers, like anyone else, want to work with great 
people, so if they have a new project coming up and they know they would 
work well with you, they’re going to call you first. It benefits them and it 
benefits you. 
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Next steps! You have collaborated with your designer and you’ve created 
some dynamo work. Now, it’s time for the creative review! Check it out in 
video three. 
 
 


