










ach year, a new crop of young and hungry designers and writers graduate from college, put up bombass online 
portfolios with neato animated elements, and list out all of these new technical skills I haven’t even heard of. Like, 

aggregated-SEO-C++-analytics-on-rails.

by Stacy Nguyen
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Designers, 
Writers:

You Need 2 
Become 1

And there are maybe a few hours each 
June when I’m lying in bed and biting 
my nails, because I am convinced these 
22-year-olds are going to supplant my 
place in the professional world, making 
me destitute and forcing me to orphan 
my dogs because I can’t afford dog 
food anymore.

And then I get over it!

Because I’ve figured something out — 

as you get older and more established 

in this field, it doesn’t even matter if you 

know how to code or not. You can like, 

easily hire someone to do that work if 

you don’t feel like learning (hollaaa!).

What matters way more are soft skills. 
And the biggest core soft skill of all in 
communications is knowing how to tell 
a story and knowing how to remove 
friction in the viewer’s experience 
of a narrative. You can do this visu-
ally (design) or through text (writing). 
Increasingly, it is a hybrid of both.

Designers, writers — y’all need to reach 
across the aisle and adopt the skills the 
the other has. Doing so will make you 
better at your core job. I know! I know! 
The idea of suddenly specializing in an 
entirely different skillset might seem 
daunting, and for real, it is. But here 
are some idiot-proof tips to help you 
fake it until you make it.
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This is a good practice to get into. 
Always do it. Never just hand in long-
form content and say, “Here you go! 
See attached!” There’s no way that an-
ything more than three pages was writ-
ten so cleanly and so tightly there were 
no items to fl ag during layout.

You also don’t have to be comprehen-
sive. No one is asking you to be a proof-
reader. But the perk of sending a few 
bullet points is that it sounds to the cli-
ent that you are well-rounded and you 
are engaging with their content. It af-
fi rms the partnership because it shows 
you care about content holistically, 
not just about making content pretty. 
And when you commit to always send 
in notes, you end up reading things all 
the time. It just becomes part of the 
workfl ow.

COMMON, EASY NOTES THAT I 
SEND A LOT:

• Asking for title or subtitles to be 
lengthened or shortened, for better 
copy fi t

• Asking for excess content or repeti-
tive content to be trimmed

• Information they forgot to write in 
— like contact info or their website

• Reminding client of the notes they 
leave to themselves in the copy, stuff 
like, “We earned $x,xxx dollars this 
year.”

That’s it! Super easy, right? If you guys 
get these easy things covered, I swear, 
it will make a huge difference in your 
work, and your clients will defi nitely 
notice, too.

Writers have a tendency of wanting to 
spell out information in fat blocks of 
paragraphs, even when the informa-
tion is stuff like a convoluted timeline 
of events.

That stuff is a bear to read and often 
boring. With content that is inherent-
ly kind of boring, it’s good to make it 
skimmable. This is where charts and 
lists come in handy. If there is ever a 
list in which more than three commas 
are used, just bullet it.

When I am the writer on a project, I 
like to make pretty rudimentary charts 
in Excel that take very little time. And 
then I embed them into the copy and 
send it on its merry way to get nicely 
laid out by a designer. It’s pretty easy!

The fi rst time I made an infographic 
for a client, I was shocked at how hard 
it was. Hilariously, it was because it 
forced me to read, learn, and study a 
complex subject — before undertak-
ing the massive task of illustrating 
a complex topic into easy-to-digest 
visual bites.

That fi rst experience made me realize 
just how deep designers can get into 
text, how good design can disseminate 
really thick information that would 
usually lie in an under-read report and 
make it palatable for mass consump-
tion. That is powerful stuff. Designing 
infographics trains your brain to think 
in detail about information-giving.

I write with a lot of subheadings on 
purpose. I think voracious readers see 
a fat, dark block of text and they go, 
“Oh, boy! Goody!” But I’m a designer 
who has an attention defi cit disorder, 
so I see a fat block of text and I get re-

A really good social media content 
creator is actually a hybrid of designer 
and writer because social media is so 
image- or graphics-forward, but still 
requires good copy to relay messaging.

Instagram stories, in particular, allow 
the opportunity to create narratives, 
with beginnings, middles, and ends. It’s 
also a fairly low-pressure arena for de-
signers to work on their writing chops. 
Plus they get immediate feedback and 
information on how people engage 
with the content though Instagram’s 
built-in analytics tool.

Oftentimes, the hardest thing to write 
is not the 1000-word body copy of an 
article — it is the headline or title of 
it. The title is the selling vehicle, the 
thing that convinces a reader whether 
or not to invest in the content you have 
created. It is a tough job, and yet many 
writers treat titles as afterthoughts.

As a designer, I’ve been frustrated 
when I have to lay out a title that man-
ages to say nothing of importance and 
yet is way too long.

As a writer, I’ve messed up the design 
of a page when I’ve seen a shitty title 
in print and then asked the designer to 
redo the heading while I think of a bet-
ter headline on the spot.

These days, I try to invest the time to 

ally discouraged and depressed about 
it, like, “Oh great, I have to read now?”

For delicate souls like me, I like to pop 
in lots of subheadings that convey spe-
cifi c information to serve as a visual 
outline for the content. Thinking about 
the visual hierarchy of information is 
doing a service for ADD folks and also 
really busy folks. It also takes into con-
sideration that people don’t read lin-
early. Sometimes we skip ahead to the 
end of the book to see how it works out 
before we go back to the beginning and 
commit to the journey.

Plenty of subheadings serve readers 
by giving the gist of what this piece is 
about at a glance.

write good headlines before giving 
designers content. I think about what 
would be easy to stylize. My favorite 
brainless method when I’m in a hurry 
is the headine-subheadline combo:

STASH IT OR TRASH IT?

Six ways to clean your home quickly 
before the Lunar New Year

When you do this, the designer gets to 
have a short and jaunty bit of text to 
blow up and make look cool, and the 
subheadline underneath conveys the 
important bit of the sales pitch.
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DESIGNER
SEEKS 

RECRUITER

I’d like to design things for 
brands while also being exis-
tentially fulfi lled; think banner 
ads, presentation decks, and 
of course working off of other 
designers’ fi les with unnamed 
layers. 

CREATIVE
AGENCY

SEEKS
PR AGENCY

We need help. Save us 
from ourselves.

AGENCY 
EMPLOYEE

SEEKS CLIENT 
TRANSLATOR

If you know what they want 
from me, I want to know you. 
I’ve read this brief 19 times 
and I’m still not sure.

CLASSIFIEDS
RECRUITER

SEEKS SAME    

Looking for someone to split 
the rent (and commissions). 
I like to spend time on my 
phone, fi elding client and 
candidate questions, scrolling 
through LinkedIn, and sub-
mitting candidates. Must love 
same.

OFFICE SEEKS
SELF-LOADING 
DISHWASHER

Honestly, loading it ourselves 
(or heaven forbid, hand wash-
ing) is too taxing.

STEVE POTESTIO
SEEKS DUCKS 

FAN

I would like more Ducks fans 
to work at my agency, spend 
time in my company, and take 
me to their superior seats at 
Autzen. In return, I’ll provide 
excellent company, strong 
IPAs, and a really fun story 
about my cousin.

JACKIE MATHYS
SEEKS RELIABLE 

SCOOTER

Will you promptly complete 
my ride so that I can run to 
catch my bus? Then you are 
the scooter for me.

CLIENT-SIDE 
EMPLOYEE

SEEKS CREATIVE 
TRANSLATOR

Have you been a creative at 
an agency? Why do you al-
ways want to make such weird 
stuff? Help me understand, 
I’m drowning in stock imagery 
and wacky ideas.
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info@mathys-potestio.com
for – you guessed it! – more info.

MATHYS-
POTESTIO.COM!

OFFICE 
POTTED PLANT 

SEEKS 
WATER AND 

LIGHT

I don’t ask for much. Please 
don’t give me too much or too 
little of either. I am sensitive.

WRITER
SEEKS DIGITAL 

AGENCY

I will only write in 280 or 
fewer characters.
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