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Key Managerial Skill Sets in 
Graphic Design Education
by Gregory S. D’Amico, Ph.D. • Rochester Institute of Technology

Introduction
The graphic communications industry is going through a 
period of transformative change fueled by the digitiza-
tion of printing technology and the emergence of digital 
communication alternatives to print, and impacting all 
media solution providers (Paparozzi, 2016). As Bondy, 
Peterson, and Webb (2015) state, “The mandate for 
change in the graphic communications industry comes 
largely as a result of significant advancements in technol-
ogy that are enabling new communication modes that 
threaten the historical print-centric business model” (p. 
139). 

In response, the industry is utilizing new technology to 
make its services more responsive and bundle them 
with non-print media to provide clients with integrated 
service offerings that provide the most effective com-
bination of media to reach their strategic objectives. 
As a result of this competitive adjustment by service 
providers, printing company sales and graphic design 
professionals are assuming expanded duties and respon-
sibilities, no longer simply filling clients’ requests, but 
serving as their marketing and communications advisors 
and, therefore, interacting with clients on a level far 
above that of traditional print buyer to marketing execu-
tive (Paparozzi, 2016). 

The print salesperson, once needing expertise only in 
the print, binding, and, perhaps, mailing processes, 
must now also be fluent in numerous marketing meth-
ods, from print to email, webinar, social media, and even 
event marketing, and be able to advise which methods 
to use in combination with print. Similarly, the graphic 
designer is now called upon not only to provide effective 
visuals for marketing via print, but must be equipped to 
provide clients’ marketing teams with advice on what 
mix of marketing and communications media should be 
used and how they should be implemented (Paparozzi, 
2016).

According to Bondy (2016), a ‘high-margin differentiator’ 
which will allow the service provider to benefit is to be 
able to provide a ‘high-touch value-add project manage-
ment’ capability which will deliver measurable results to 
the client. Bondy (2016) asserts, “Incorporating a variety 
of design, data, and content services into your service 
offerings will expand the breadth and depth of the proj-
ects that you can tackle as well as increase production 
efficiency” (para. 20).

The changes in graphic communications technology 
and workflow have been impacting the world of graphic 
design for some time. More than 20 years ago Swan-
son (1994) recommended that, “as the estimated 2000 
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graphic design programs in the U.S. pump out more 
graduates that there are jobs in traditional graphic 
design and corporate design departments…each school 
would reason in fairness to its students it must do a bet-
ter job of providing entry-level job skills so its graduates 
have a chance in this competitive job market” (p. 55–56).

More recently, the Alliance Sector Skills Council (2011) 
stated that there is a call for creative industries to em-
ploy graphic design graduates with ‘hybrid skills’ from 
three areas, namely:

1.	 Multi-skilling (various design, software, and techni-
cal capabilities);

2.	 Multi-platforms skills (familiarization with all poten-
tial production platforms);

3.	 Management/business skill sets.

The first two ‘hybrid skills’ areas essentially encompass 
traditional skills—design and production—but expand 
them to cover new technologies, outputs, and pro-
cesses. The third, however, is a relatively new area that 
few current graphic design programs require of their 
students. This paper focused on one of the recom-
mended management/business hybrid skills area and 
sought to identify the key managerial skills required in 
graphic design education today. Based on the results of 
this preliminary study, subsequent studies could be done 
to determine whether those key skills are actually being 
taught in current graphic design curricula and whether 
their inclusion is a factor in students’ career success and 
advancement.

Method
This study was conducted building upon an established 
systematic literature review of critical success factors in 
retrieving the articles identifying key factors (Santisteban 
& Mauricio, 2017).

A search of Google Scholar and Proquest databases 
was conducted. Databases were searched by subject 
keyword based on the following criteria:

1.	 Must appear in a peer-reviewed journal, doctoral 
dissertation, or conference proceeding.

2.	 Must contain subject keywords including ‘graphic 
designer’ or its equivalent, ‘education,’ and 
‘skill sets’ or its equivalent, such as ‘skills’ or 
‘capabilities.’

3.	 Must have been published within the past five 
years.

The review was limited to peer-reviewed journals, 
doctoral dissertations, and, conference proceedings. 
Omitted were books, book chapters, and, articles in the 
trade press.

The search returned six articles that met the above crite-
ria. Identified in the literature were eight skill variables: 
communication, marketing, problem solving, teamwork, 
strategic thinking, adaptability, client relationship, and 
project management. Table 1 summarizes the results of 

the literature review.

For purposes of this preliminary study, the four variables 
that were identified in half or more of the articles have 

Table 1: Literature search results in Key Managerial Skill Sets in Graphic Design Education 

Bridges 
(2012)

Cheung 
(2016)

Du 
(2015)

Dziobczenski and 
Galeotti (2017)

Dziobczenski and 
Person (2017)

Majithia 
(2017)

Communication • • •

Marketing • • •
Problem Solving • • •
Teamwork • • • •
Strategic Thinking • •
Adaptability •

Client Relationship •

Project Management •
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been categorized as primary factors. The four variables 
identified in fewer than half of the articles have been 
categorized as secondary factors.

Primary Factors
The four primary factors were communication, market-
ing, problem solving, and teamwork.

Communication. Communication is cited in the articles 
as a significant managerial element for graphic design-
ers. Included in this category is the ability to express 
oneself clearly and concisely in terms of written and oral 
skills (Bridges, 2012). The author’s research identifies the 
broad competencies graduating graphic design students 
from accredited design schools are required to satisfy. 
These competencies include not only the ability to 
solve communication problems, from identification and 
research to analysis and outcome evaluation, but also 
the ability to develop a description and response to ap-
propriate audiences the communications solutions must 
address, taking into consideration a number of disparate 
factors involved in design decisions. 

Having professional briefing and presentation skills to 
both internal and external stakeholders was also indi-
cated (Dziobczenski & Galeotti, 2017) – classified under 
the broad heading of ‘client relationship skills,’ abilities 
that included client relationship and leadership skills – as 
was the ability to communicate the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of a 
concept as part of an interconnected story, express unity 
in thought, and read and interpret data (Majithia, 2017).

Marketing. Marketing is another vital area of un-
derstanding for graphic designers. A familiarity of 
marketing, sales, and branding principles is an impor-
tant factor in order for graphic designers to function in 
today’s business environment, where viewing graphic 
design as an artistic or strictly visual endeavor is unlikely 
to satisfy the demands of a commercial client in a com-
petitive marketplace (Cheung, 2016). It is also critical 
for graphic designers to have a sense of marketing and 
commercial thinking, possessing the ability to develop 
ideas that can be applied to practical design initiatives 
and an awareness of current communication trends 
(Du 2015). Dziobczenski and Galeotti (2017) empha-
sized the need for designers to connect their work with 
current marketing trends and branding, and have an 
understanding of what the market expectations are for 
design professionals – what was termed a key element in 
graphic design education.

Problem Solving. Problem solving is also a primary 
managerial skill set for graphic designers and goes far 
beyond solving visual design or artistic problems and ex-
tends to expertise in solving practical business problems 
and offering appropriate and applicable solutions to 
complex problems and issues found in the real world of 
contemporary cultures and commercial market demands 
(Du, 2015, Dziobczenski & Galeotti, 2017). It was also 
noted that those designers who gain the ability to solve 
problems will increase their value to their employers by 
being able to recognize business opportunities. Such 
individuals are future-oriented, self-motivated, and are 
willing to collaborate, responding quickly to opportuni-
ties for expanding the influence of design (Majithia, 
2017). 

Teamwork. Teamwork, the ability to interact successfully 
with others – especially the ability to effectively com-
municate a visual message by virtue of the collaboration 
of the designer and the client, with both keeping the 
recipient of the message in mind –was noted as yet 
another primary skill set for graphic designers and classi-
fied as a crucial ability that fell under the broad heading 
of disposition, a requisite soft skill (Bridges, 2012, Dzi-
obczenski & Galeotti, 2017). Interpersonal, or teamwork, 
skills were found to be most important for designers 
who fill internal positions within organizations as they 
might be more involved collaborating in development 
projects than those who work outside of the company, 
such as freelance designers, who may more often be 
enlisted to offer a design fulfillment role, clearly defined 
by the client, rather than an original conceptual solution 
(Dziobczenski & Person, 2017).  

Majithia (2017) found that “there is an increased de-
mand for those who can collaborate/connect and work 
in trans-disciplinary teams”—moving more towards a ho-
listic, multi-disciplinary approach rather than strict career 
specialization— “while understanding the importance 
of individual roles and responsiveness in an engaging 
and collaborative learning environment” (p. S1526). Also 
cited was the need for greater emphasis on developing 
designers “who act more as consultants than as pure de-
signers (as they are traditionally described)” (p. S1526).

Secondary Factors
The four secondary factors were strategic think-
ing, adaptability, client relationship, and, project 
management.
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Strategic Thinking. It is indicative of the changing, and 
increasingly strategic, role of the graphic designer that 
Cheung (2017) found that it was important for there to 
be a practical aspect to design in business, noting that 
there has long been an overemphasis on the importance 
of aesthetics, styling, and visuals. Dziobczenski and Per-
son (2017) stated that graphic design educators “might 
want to prepare students for more senior positions by 
training them to work in a more integrative and strate-
gic way” – and pointed out that although the general 
design skills required did not vary greatly in advertise-
ments for junior or mid-level positions, “requirements for 
business orientation were more common for mid-level 
positions than junior positions” (p. 48-50).

Adaptability. Majithia (2017) recommended that, as 
we move into an uncertain and complex graphic design 
world, “it is not difficult to infer …that the future is 
looking at young professionals that can adapt and learn 
quickly,” picking up “nuances of change” (p. S1527). 
Majithia (2017) also emphasized the need for design-
ers to display empathy for their colleagues as part of 
the adaptability process, pointing out that they should 
be socially responsible and people-oriented, comfort-
able with both technology and thinking out of the box, 
and citing empathy as one of the most important skills 
for navigating “this new complex landscape—resolve 
conflict, collaborate in teams, align interests, listen ef-
fectively, and make decisions where there are no rules or 
precedents” (p.S1527).

Client Relationship. Dziobczenski and Galeotti (2017) 
found that graphic design graduates would gain an 
advantage in the job seeking process – and perhaps 
even in laying the basis for founding their own compa-
nies – by acquiring a client relationship skill set as part 
of their studies, noting that some professionals seem 
more focused on skills for an autonomous career, per-
haps as freelance designers, rather than a collaborative 
profession.

Project Management. Project management exper-
tise – adherence to deadlines, defining responsibilities, 
establishing milestones, and working within budget 
constraints – was also perceived as another factor that 
would give graphic design graduates an advantage in 
seeking employment (Dziobczenski & Galeotti, 2017). 
The design function is no longer a discrete activity in 
which the designer provides a visual element in isolation 
but part of an integrated effort that requires an ability to 
coordinate goals and campaign objectives. 

Implications and Future Research
This research study focused on identifying the key 
managerial skills required in graphic design education 
today. Through a comprehensive review of the literature, 
eight key managerial skill sets were uncovered, namely: 
communication; marketing; problem solving; teamwork; 
strategic thinking; adaptability; client relationship; and, 
project management. Interestingly, graphic design pro-
grams today seem to focus on the technical and artistic 
dimensions of graphic design, but employers appear to 
want more.

Any graduate of a graphic communications or graphic 
design program is expected to possess the requisite 
artistic and technical skills to produce commercially ac-
ceptable design for print and, increasingly, for alternate 
media. However, graphic designers no longer sit isolated 
in a low-light office or cubicle producing attractive, print-
able files. Today’s designer is expected to work as part 
of a company team finding solutions for its clients’ com-
munications, marketing, and/or branding needs. The 
designer must be able to interact successfully with other 
members of the team, as well as with client executives in 
preparation and production of an effective strategy for 
achieving clients’ objectives. The ability to think strate-
gically, communicate clearly, and adapt readily to the 
demands and needs of a wide variety of client industries 
and goals is as important as a keen eye and up-to-date 
technical proficiency.

As this study indicates, educators responsible for 
formulating graphic design curricula must be aware 
of the new roles graphic designers must fill today and 
ensure that their institutions include sufficient manage-
rial courses and cover essential skill sets such as those 
identified in this research to provide its graduates with 
adequate managerial preparation. Clearly, a graphic 
design program that limits its offerings to courses in 
computer technology and artistic design seems to offer 
inadequate preparation for a graphic design career in 
today’s business world.

Opportunities for future study exist in further validation 
of the need for the skills identified in this study. The 
author’s future research will examine, through primary 
interviews with leaders in the graphic communications 
industry and graphic design education programs, the 
relevance of each of the managerial skill sets identi-
fied and future research will also determine if there are 
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any additional key managerial skill sets that should be 
included in graphic design education programs. The 
key managerial skill sets identified in this study will form 
the basis for a semi-structured, open-ended interview 
schedule in the next phase of this research.
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