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PACKAGING BY AUBREY FERGUSON

>> “I’ll know what I want when I see it.”
The words of my general manager
from two decades ago stay with me
because, coming from a senior busi-
ness leader, it was so honest… and
so scary. 

Generally, I thought of this man-
ager as a capable business strategist,
but the task of starting the develop-
ment of a consumer package for a
new product was beyond his readi-
ness level. At least, he was transpar-
ent about it. 

The task of putting before him
options that would best meet the
consumers’ wants and needs was
virtually impossible at that point
because we could not get his
approval to our statement of
requirements, and because his
point of reference was himself, not
our consumers. He inadvertently
taught me a lot in that one candid
statement.

Decades later, shades of my for-
mer general manager endure in the
background of many of our branding
and design projects. Our clients are
our well-educated, intelligent part-
ners; in our role as designers we nat-
urally expect that they can describe
their requirements in a succinct
manner.

The reality is that, crunched for
time and working on multiple proj-
ects simultaneously, our clients have
a difficult time articulating strategy
and expectations.

Anyone who has studied quality

and unseen decision-influencers sec-
ond guessing the approved design
and imposing copy, color and layout
changes. 

With some clients we have esti-
mated a 30 percent opportunity cost
at the conclusion of a job, due to an
inaccurate or incomplete brief at the
outset, or changes in production
specifications after the design was
approved and frozen.

Taking time at the beginning to
create a thorough brief, and ensur-
ing production specifications are
clearly defined, is a client’s greatest
opportunity to save time and costs
on jobs, and more importantly, to
achieve project objectives.

So what typically needs to be cov-
ered in a through brief? Major topic
areas are listed here:
1. Challenge: What are the project

objectives and, more specifically,
what is expected of the branding
and design agency?

2. Brand Strategy: Target market;
unique selling proposition (USP);
USP support; communications
hierarchy; brand personality; cate-
gory background.

3. Consumer Research: What exists
or is planned to be conducted?

4. Executional Details: Dielines;
structural package samples; exist-
ing high resolution image
resources; copy decks for all SKUs;
colors; printing methods; SKU list.

5. Digital Asset Management: What
file formats, of which components

or been involved in a quality pro-
gram, appreciates that defining
requirements is the foundation to
achieve expectations and deliver
quality solutions. Accordingly,
design agencies must be adept first
and foremost at helping to define
the client’s requirements; then to set
about delivering against them.

BUILDING THE DESIGN BRIEF
Most marketers are not frequently

faced with developing packaging, so
they should be able to turn to their
branding and design agency for a
template (AKA design brief ) to
prompt for the requisite information.
There is nothing very sexy about a
design brief and no agency has a
“killer” format – the strength of the
brief is in the breadth and depth of
content and the quality of input that
the brand owner puts into the brief. 

Even after the design is approved
and frozen, late-stage changes can
drive up production art costs: dieline
changes, printing processes changes
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will be required and where will
they be stored?

6. Timing/Budget: Approved costs;
key benchmark time points; due
date; responsibility.

7. Approvals: The design brief
should be approved by the most
senior person(s) that will be
approving the final package
design and production artwork to
ensure all levels approve project
goals and requirements.
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Feel free to download a working
copy of our design brief from our
website: http://www.davisdesign.ca/
capabilities/design.

As a long established agency, we
have the good fortune to have many
great clients who plan their work,
and empower us to “work their plan.”
It truly enables us to deliver out-
standing designs for their packages
and help build their brands. <<
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