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DON’T HIRE YOUR ‘COUSIN VINNY’

We all love your cousin Vinny, but I promise, if you hire him it will not end well. 
Oh, the horror stories I have heard! Only hire someone who is an experienced 
designer by trade and has an impressive portfolio to show you. They need a 
coveted combination of strong technical skills, creative juice and stellar customer 
service. Yes, this combination will likely cost you more. But nothing is more costly 
than fixing mistakes. Ask your savvy, business-minded friends for graphic designer 
referrals. And consider hiring a designer who has the ‘RGD’ designation from the 
Association of Registered Graphic Designers. They are committed to their craft 
and also adhere to best practices.

 
BE A STALKER 

Get leads and recommendations on reputable designers, and then go ahead and 
stalk their online portfolios. Look for work that makes you feel excited and inspired. 
Take notes of the pieces you like and think about why you like them. Keep in mind, 
however, you don’t have to love every single piece in the designer’s portfolio. He 
or she should have an overall style that you resonate with, but strong designers 
are capable of adjusting their work to suit the client’s needs. That is what creative 
people do! And if your designer does not have a portfolio of any kind (website or 
pdf), then grab your latté and run for the hills. 

GET IT IN WRITING

Get your negotiations and final contract in writing. This imperative. Even if you 
know the designer really, really well (but you didn’t hire your cousin Vinny, right??) 
You have to get it nailed down in ink, complete with signatures. Most people 
decide a formal contract is not necessary because it is ‘just a Facebook banner’ 
or ‘just a logo’. Clear communication and expectations are a must for any business 
transaction to flow smoothly, sans tears and heartbreak. If your designer tells you 
it is not necessary (ahem, red flag alert), insist on it. It protects both parties. The 
contract must cover the basics including cost, timelines, deliverables and most 
importantly, usage of art and ownership.
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The time has come. You need a designer. You are ready to brand up + be seen. 
Rest assured, it can be smooth sailing when you follow this simple guide. 
HERE ARE 8 TIPS FOR HIRING A GRAPHIC DESIGNER YOU LOVE.
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BRING YOUR OWN IDEAS

Even though you are counting on your designer to be super innovative and 
execute jaw-dropping creative, you need to have some ideas of your own. Going 
into discussion with “I have no idea what I want, I just want it to be amazing” is not 
helpful. It is unfair and it will frustrate your designer, ultimately slowing down the 
work process. Gather images of anything you like, even if it isn’t related to your 
business, and tell the designer why you like them (think Pinterest). Bring anything 
and everything you can to the table. You will likely not end up exactly where you 
thought you would, but that is the fun part of the creative process – enjoy it. 

SPEND WHAT IT TAKES

When considering your design budget, ask yourself “How much am I willing to 
spend to have a design I am really proud of and makes me excited to tell people 
about my product or service?” The value of this is actually priceless, but at the 
end of the day you do have to put a dollar value on it. As with everything in life, 
buy the best you can afford. But don’t be afraid to push your budget out of your 
comfort zone if it means working with the ideal person (ahem, experienced) for 
your project. It is worth it. As a rule of thumb, you want to end up with creative you 
can use for at least 3 years before it needs a refresh. Remember, cheap design 
isn’t nice, and nice design isn’t cheap. 

UNDERSTAND PRICING

Be prepared for two main pricing models. Usually designers have an hourly fee or 
a flat rate (a set dollar amount per project or item designed). Every designer has a 
preferred way of working, and there are pros and cons to both. Be mindful that if 
you do agree to a flat fee or per project fee, this will include only a certain number 
of revisions, usually up to 2 or 3 maximum. The project scope has to be clearly 
defined in a contract (see #3). In addition, a financial deposit is standard practice. 

OWN YOUR FINAL FILES

This should be negotiated in the contract. Owning your files allows you to use 
your artwork as you wish in the future. Most designers are happy to do this as 
long as it is negotiated ahead of time, but don’t assume it is a given. On some 
occasions the designer will request a ‘buyout fee’. The larger your company and 
the bigger its revenue, the more it can cost you. This is because the value of the 
artwork is higher when the brand is more popular and reaches more people.
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IT SHOULD BE LOVE

Working with your designer will be an ongoing relationship. There will be a lot of 
back and forth, and there is a big time commitment on both sides. Files will need 
to be changed, updated, added and deleted often. And, like home renovations, 
work often takes longer than planned because of unexpected delays (ie: your 
copywriter went into labour early and can’t finish your bio, so you can’t give it to 
your designer). You want to make sure you are working with someone you trust 
and admire so you enjoy the process as much as possible. Another reason not to 
hire your cousin Vinny! 

SHOP LOCAL – BONUS TIP  

While you may only think to shop local for your fruits and veggies, consider hiring 
a graphic designer in your own back yard. Yes, we live in a miraculous digital age 
where we are connected to anyone and everyone, however, there are serious 
pluses to working with someone in town. There is no substitute for face-to-face 
meetings (sorry, FaceTime and Skype). When you connect in person, it is easier 
for both the client and designer to really grasp core desires, creative tastes and 
business expectations. The biggest plus? Your neighbourhood designer will 
know a plethora of local resources for you to use – think printers, illustrators, 
photographers and suppliers. Especially when printing your promo pieces (ie: 
biz cards) it is a good idea to work with someone close by. That way you can 
see – and touch – printed samples and truly view the quality of the work you are 
paying for. You can avoid that dreaded ‘omg I did not think they would like THIS!?’ 
moment. Bottom line – going local means more control over your workflow, 
business relationship and final product. Type As, that is your cue to jump for joy!
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Alana Ruoso is a certified Career & Success Coach for those 
who deep down know that they can do better but keep falling 
short of where they want to go. Visit alanaruoso.com for more 
business, branding + bravery expertise, plus FREE resources that you 
can download instantly.

http://www.alanaruoso.com
www.alanaruoso.com

