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The adoption of a rigorous 
methodology which sets a 
series of boundaries within 
which to work on a broad visual 
investigation can help you to 
focus your project and define 
the exact problem, or series of 
problems, to address. Breaking 
the project down into a set of 
intentions makes the task more 
achievable and the goals of 
each stage of the process more 
explicit.

The Major Project Proposal 
can be broken down into three 
areas for specific interrogation:
•
A Field of Study 
•
A Focus 
•
A Methodology 

A Field of Study 
•
Where will the work be 
situated, and what function 
will it fulfill?

This area describes the 
broad context for the work. 
This could be, for instance, 
the field of wayfinding and 
signage within information 
design, or an audience-specific 
magazine page layout aimed 
at a particular cultural group. 
The first task is to research 
your field of study, to acquire 
knowledge of what already 
exists in that area, and the 
visual languages which can 
be directly associated with 
the specific target audience 
or market for the design. You 
will need to consider both 
the external position of their 
intended work (the explicit 
aim of the communication 
itself) and its internal position 
(the relationship between 
this particular piece of visual 
communication and others 
within the same context). 

Field of study research takes 
a variety of forms, dependent 
on the context of the work. 
Market research might be 
appropriate to some proposals: 
for instance the undertaking 
of a review of comparative 
products or visual systems to 
those proposed. In most cases, 
sophisticated visual languages 
already exist which attempt to 
engage those audiences, and 
you should become familiar 
with their vocabulary, even if 
your intention is to create a new 
form of communication which 
sets itself in opposition to that 
which already exists. 

A Focus 
•
What will the specific context 
and function of the work 
be within the wider field of 
study? 

Once you have researched 
the Field of Study and defined 
the broader intentions of the 
project, a specific project 
focus is necessary in order to 
demarcate the exact intentions 
of the work to be undertaken. 
At this stage, you should be 
able to describe the message 
which is to be communicated 
to a specific audience, or 
within a specific context, and 
the aims and objectives of that 
communication – for instance, 
to persuade the receivers 
of the message to act in a 
particular way (buy this product, 
go to this event, turn left at 
the next junction), to clearly 
communicate a particular 
emotion, or to identify with a 
particular subcultural group. 

A focus might change through 
the duration of a project, 
becoming broader and then 
being redefined in an ongoing 
process of critical reflection 
and reappraisal. There are a 
number of ways in which the 
narrowing down and refining 
of a project focus might take 
place. Two useful models for 
you to ascertain the context 
of your work and define a 
particular focus can be termed 
<Context-Definition> and 
<Context-Experiment>. The first 
model, <Context-Definition>, 
gives a greater emphasis to the 
investigation of a field of study, 
whereby the designer attempts 
to become more expert within 
the field of the brief, and the 
project focus is defined in 
response to an identifiable need 
within that area. 

The second model, <Context-
Experiment>, still requires 
you to undertake a broad 
preliminary analysis of the field 
of study, but the practical work 
on the brief itself begins earlier 
than in the <Context-Definition> 
model – for instance, as a series 
of experiments which can be 
tested within the field of study, 
leading to a re-definition of the 
focus dependent on the results 
gathered.

It is important here not to lose 
sight of the original project 
intentions, and to work through 
the experiments in a systematic 
way. <Context-Experiment> is 
also inevitably going to lead to a 
number of ‘failed’ experimental 
outcomes, as each small ‘test’ 
is an attempt to gain feedback 
in the definition of the project 
focus. In fact, if an experimental 
piece of visual communication 
is unsuccessful when tested 
with a target audience or 
in a specific context, then 
this should still be seen as a 
positive exercise in gathering 
information on the project 
focus – by determining what 
does not work, as well as what 
potentially does, you are in a 
better position to make a more 
successful final piece of graphic 
design.

LCCFoD 
PG 
2010

UNIT 2.4 
THE MAJOR PROJECT 
PROPOSAL 
BACKGROUND



2

A Methodology 
•
How will the designer go 
about researching and 
developing the project in 
response to the context and 
intention outlined above?

A research methodology is 
simply a set of self-imposed rules 
by which you will engage with 
the project. Once the intention of 
the work has been clearly stated, 
together with a detailed mapping 
of the field of study and the 
definition of a focus for the visual 
message to be created, you 
need to outline exactly how you 
intend to go about developing 
the project and testing your ideas 
in order to create an effective 
solution to the brief. The intention 
here is to develop systematic 
ways of working which lead to 
a more successful outcome, 
based on experiments and visual 
testing, materials investigation 
and audience feedback, and the 
goal is to produce a piece of 
graphic design which is effective, 
useful or engaging. 

‘Experimentation’ is something 
of a buzzword in contemporary 
graphic design. An experiment is 
a test or investigation, planned to 
provide evidence for or against 
a hypothesis – an assumption 
which is put forward in order 
to be verified or modified. 
Where you are working toward 
producing a piece of work, a 
series of visual tests or design 
experiments might be useful in 
gathering feedback on new ideas 
and forms of communication. 
However, experimentation is not 
a virtue in itself – it has to operate 
within a set of precise guidelines, 
delineating the intention and 
context of the experiment, 
together with the ways in which 
feedback will be gathered and 
results will be measured. 

In short, a design hypothesis 
might be that the creation of 
a particular visual form will 
communicate a particular 
message to a given audience. An 
experiment to test this hypothesis 
would then involve creating 
variations of that form and 
gathering feedback from target 
audiences or experts within 
that particular field of design in 
order to measure the relative 
success or failure of the work to 
communicate as intended.

Another key question to consider 
at this point is “how do we 
measure?” In setting up a series 
of ‘experiments’, which might for 
instance involve trial runs with 
alternative visual strategies in 
response to a defined problem, 
how will you go about gathering 
feedback in order to evaluate 
which visual application is the 
more successful?

There are a number of ways 
to respond to these questions. 
Market research, especially 
in relation to advertising 
and product marketing, has 
developed over the years some 
successful methods of materials 
and form testing through focus 
groups, statistical analysis 
of surveys, and audience 
observation techniques. Some of 
these techniques can be linked 
to anthropology and the study of 
human interaction within social 
groups, whilst others derive 
more from scientific methods of 
data gathering and quantitative 
analysis. It is also important 
to understand the differences 
between what are termed 
quantitative and qualitative 
methods. 

The designer will often use both 
forms of analysis, and their 
application may prove more or 
less useful dependent on the 
specific brief and target audience, 
but the methods themselves are 
distinctly different. 

Quantitative analysis is based 
on mathematical principles, in 
particular statistical methods 
of surveying and interrogating 
data. By producing a batch 
production of visual forms to 
test, the designer can place these 
objects in specific locations in 
order to ‘count’ positive and 
negative responses from a target 
audience. This could mean 
conducting a survey within 
the target audience group, 
with multiple choice questions 
devised to score against a set of 
criteria. The data gathered can 
then be converted into numbers, 
to be analysed statistically to find 
the most successful visual form. 
Of course, as the survey group 
or sample becomes larger, we 
can argue that the results will 
become more accurate. 

However, if the survey questions 
are not strictly controlled or 
specific enough, there can 
also be a tendency for results 
to become blurred. Human 
responses to questions are not 
the same as results gathered 
within scientific experiments – 
reactions to a visual message (“I 
quite like it”, as against “I like 
it a lot”) cannot be weighed in 
the same way as for instance 
the mass of a residue formed 
by the reaction of two chemical 
elements. People have a 
tendency to score their reactions 
within the middle range of the 

options available to them, which 
can result in a statistical blurring 
of data away from any radical or 
innovative propositions. This can 
lead to an over-emphasis on that 
data which is largely contained 
within a conservative, middle 
ground set of replies, indicating a 
resistance to change.

Qualitative analysis in design, 
on the other hand, is based on 
subjective responses to visual 
forms and the reading of graphic 
material by a viewer. Often this 
takes the form of critical self-
reflection, but it is also implicit 
within the surveys and focus 
groups in quantitative analysis. 
The reading of images and visual 
signs is a qualitative act in itself: 
though the responses can be 
evaluated statistically as a form 
of quantitative analysis, the initial 
data gathered is based on human 
reaction to the visual forms and 
experiments presented. 

A key qualitative method for 
designers involves the semiotic 
analysis, or deconstruction, 
of design artefacts. What this 
means in practice is the reading 
of explicit and implicit messages 
within a visual form, to determine 
the range of meanings which 
might be communicated to an 
audience. This method is useful 
for the graphic designer, as it 
can help to build constraints 
into the visual message in order 
to guide the viewer toward a 
desired reading, rather than a 
misinterpretation of the message. 
By understanding how the 
message might be understood 
by a range of different readers, 
the designer can try to avoid 
unintentional ambiguities.
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