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Abstract: Through qualitative methods, this paper examines the evolving role of the visual communication designer 
within the Agile development process with a special focus on educational ramifications. As websites and software become 
more complex environments, designers can quickly find themselves unable to design and implement a complete solution 
on their own. While this realization seems like a loss of control—the designers and their designs now appear to be at the 
whim of the developer—it can actually result in more thoughtful solutions. Designers must simply learn to become a team 
player by integrating themselves firmly into the process. In doing this, the integrity of the visual design will not be 
compromised and will add broader benefit to the site or application. It is crucial that designers adopt a new team-based 
mentality towards designing digital products. 

This paper will document insights from interviews about, and direct observation of, the Agile development processes to 
provide context and insight into a visual communication designer’s ideal role and expected deliverables. Implications 
and challenges for visual communication design education will be derived from the insights obtained through this study. 
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1. Introduction 

ince the proliferation of the commercial use of the Internet in the mid-1990s, visual 
communication designers have been working more in the interaction design space. Using 
software like FrontPage (1995) and Dreamweaver (1997), designers were able to develop 

websites with little or no knowledge of programming languages (Ribeiro 2012). In the 21st 
century, the field for interaction and web design has grown to become a bigger part of visual 
communication design activity. According to AIGA/Aquent Survey of Design Salaries 2012, 
65% of communication designers are involved in web or interaction design (AIGA 2012). 

Despite the shift in the professional activities of contemporary designers, little attention has 
been paid to how their new work environments affect the core skills or knowledge that are 
needed to be productive in the field, especially in design education curricula. The purpose of the 
study described in this paper is to better understand industry perspective around the incorporation 
of visual communication design (VCD)–as one component of the larger user experience design 
(UX)–into contemporary software development. By revealing current work trends, design 
educators can better understand the designer’s role and skill requirements in today’s technology 
industry. Through the methods used in this study, industry experts are enabled to give real-world 
perspective on how VCD skills and processes are affected by a broadened understanding of the 
design profession. Conclusions from this work will be useful for professional designers, students, 
and primarily, design educators. 

Within this first section, we will provide context around the evolving design profession, 
describe contemporary software development environments, and discuss the effect of digital 
expansion on VCD. Section Two will describe our method and Section Three will outline our 
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results. The final section concludes the paper and provides some practical suggestions for 
professionals and educators. 
 
 
 
1.1 Digital Expansion 
In the 21st century, many aspects of our lives have become digital. The publishing industry 
provides a good example of this digital transition. According to Interactive Advertising Bureau 
and PricewaterhouseCoopers, between 2009 and 2010, there was a growth of 24 percent on 
display advertisement, with advertisers spending $10 billion dollars on video, banners, 
sponsorships and rich media ads (Vega 2011). The New York Times has seen their number of 
print copies sold decrease very quickly (Figure 1). In October of 2011, the digital advertising 
revenue for The Atlantic magazine exceeded its print advertising revenue for the first time (Peters 
2011). On December of 2012, the Newsweek magazine—one of the most important American 
publications in the 20th century—published its last print copy, after almost 80 years, and become 
a digital only publication (Hagey 2012). 
 

 

Figure 1: The New York Times Daily Circulation Data, Audit Bureau of Circulations Six-month 
Average 
Source: The New York Times Daily Circulation Data, Audit Bureau of Circulations Six-month 
Average; Graphic: Ribeiro, 2012 

 
These changes have not been relegated to the publishing industry. Many industries are also 

struggling with this transition. Conversely, the field of software application development has 
grown rapidly over the last five years. In July of 2008, Apple Inc. launched its App Store, selling 
third-party applications to the users of its iPhone OS (now iOS). Developers were able to choose 
the price, and Apple would charge a 30% fee on each sale (Apple Inc 2013). In July of 2011, 
Apple announced that more than 15 billion apps had been downloaded, paying developers over 
$2.5 billion in three years (Apple Inc 2011). In February of 2013, Apple’s CEO announced that 
the number had increased to $8 billion (Panzarino 2013). Although Apple uses the term 
“developers”, it is undeniable that user interface design is a big part of the process, and that 
visual communication designers have been involved in this prosperous industry. Their 
involvement will be discussed in the next section. 
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1.2 Industry Responses to Digital Growth  

The new App Store economy was popularized by Apple, replicated by other major technology 
companies like Amazon, Google, and Microsoft, and quickly became an industry standard. App 
stores make it easy for developers to rapidly design, develop, and publish software to consumers. 
As a result, the time it takes to publish or update high-quality software has been dramatically 
shortened. At the same time, these storefronts have allowed consumers to more easily access 
software and rich web-based experiences that can then be integrated seamlessly into their daily 
life. This change in the software community has created the need for two new areas of growth: 
better understanding of user needs and a lightweight development method that allows for the 
rapid release of software. 

Prior to the boom brought on by the App Store economy, the industry already had solutions 
in place to support these growth areas. The field of user experience design (UX) has been in 
existence since the late 1990s and is the study of “how products behave and are used in the real 
world” (Garrett 2011). UX takes into account “where a person comes into contact with [that 
product] and has to work with it.” In other words, UX focuses on a person’s interaction with 
products—in this case software—and helps inform smarter solutions that fit people’s specific 
needs. UX design involves professionals from a variety of backgrounds, all of whom are focused 
on a unified, user-focused solution. Content strategists, information architects, interaction 
designers, interaction developers, and visual communication designers all play an important role 
in the UX process. This paper will focus on VC designer’s role specifically. 

Visual communication design is an important part of UX because it deals with the visual 
layer of a product, the primary level of interaction for the user. In his breakdown of the parts of 
UX, Garrett notes that VCD is used to “reinforce the structure” of all previous UX design 
(Garrett 2011). This definition presents VCD with a very utilitarian function—which it certainly 
has—but there is another benefit that visual design can bring to a user’s experience. Donald 
Norman states it simply that, “attractive things work better” (Norman 2002). Visual designers 
have an important role in making the interface inviting and beautiful. However, it is important to 
note that the beauty that visual designers impart not only adds aesthetic appeal but also improves 
functionality. In turn, better design—both organizationally and aesthetically—improves the 
overall experience. Petersen elevates this idea by saying that VCD also impacts the user’s loyalty 
to a product: “aesthetics... become instrumental to the use situation, going beyond ideas of 
‘added value’ and the immediate attractiveness of systems, placing aesthetics as an integral 
element of the artefact and a continuously encouraging element in the future use of a system” 
(Petersen et al. 2004). Visual communication designers have an invaluable role in the success of 
software design. 

Alongside the development of user experience design, the development community was 
working to create a solution for quicker product release schedules brought on, in part, by the App 
Store. The Agile Development method—or Extreme Programming (XP)—became the answer to 
this issue. Agile was created to allow development teams to focus on efficiency and the creation 
of releasable products. The Agile Manifesto was published to define the guiding principles of 
Agile and states that the “highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous 
delivery of valuable software” (Beck 2001). This approach was a dramatic change from the 
conventional development approach, which was marred with lengthy documentation and poor 
communication between the product divisions (Lindstrom and Jeffries 2004). The Agile 
approach flattens the hierarchy within in a development team and asks business representatives, 
developers, and designers to work in tight collaboration towards the same goal. Often, all of 
these individuals are in the same room, working nimbly on the exact same feature in the 
software. 
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Figure 2: The Agile Development process showing user experience design (UX) integration. 
Source: Lindstrom, 2004 & Garrett, 2011; Graphic: Ganci, 2013 

 
The two industrial responses to the evolving software landscape—UX and Agile—are both 

divergent and homogeneous. Both areas strive to place their users before themselves when 
making decisions. Agile’s acceptance of non-developers into the development process has 
opened the door for design to have a real voice in the process. This is a stark contrast to previous 
environments that siloed design and development activities from one another. The proliferation 
of Agile has made it apparent that UX activities need to be better integrated into an Agile 
environment in order to have an optimal product (Kujala 2003; Chamberlain, et al. 2006). 
However, it has been well documented (Ferreira et al. 2007; Chamberlain et al. 2006; Hussain et 
al. 2009) that UX and Agile have struggled to integrate well with one another. Design and 
development processes vary greatly. The relatively quick integration of the two groups has 
caused friction, especially within VCD, which views software development as foreign and 
complex. This is clear evidence that VCD students need to be better trained in the software 
development process moving forward. 

1.3 The Impact of Digital Expansion on the VCD Profession 

Society’s digital expansion has created higher demand for designers that can work in 
the new environments. According to the AIGA/Aquent Survey of Design Salaries 2012, 
there is a significant difference in the salaries between interaction and print designers. 
Table 1 shows that the United States national median compensation for designers 
involved primarily with print is $45,000 per year, while the average compensation for 
designers involved primarily with web and interactive design is $55,000 per year. The 
average compensation for senior designers involved primarily with print was $63,000, 
while the average compensation for senior designers involved primarily with web and 
interactive design is $75,000, and the average compensation for an information 
architect is $85,000 (AIGA 2012). 
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Table 1: AIGA/Aquent Survey of Design Salaries 2012 
Position 25% make less than 50% make less than 75% make less than 
Junior designer 
primarily print 

$33,000 $38,000 $45,000 

Junior designer print 
and web/interactive 

$32,000 $38,500 $45,000 

Junior designer 
primarily 
web/interactive 

$35,000 $40,000 $52,000 

Designer primarily 
print 

$38,900 $45,000 $53,000 

Designer print and 
web/interactive 

$40,000 $45,500 $55,000 

Designer primarily 
web/interactive 

$45,000 $55,000 $65,000 

Senior designer 
primarily print  

$52,000 $63,000 $75,000 

Senior designer print 
and web/interactive 

$50,000 $61,000 $72,000 

Senior designer 
primarily 
web/interactive  

$60,000 $75,000 $90,000 

Information architect  $75,000 $85,000 $115,000 

Source(s): data adapted from AIGA/Aquent Survey of Design Salaries 2012 
 
With bigger salaries and fast growth, it is clear that interaction design is the 

emerging field for visual communication designers. It is imperative that design schools 
understand the needs from the industry to prepare young designers for this emerging 
field. Historically, this concern has not always been integral to curricular decisions. 
According to Norman, “in educational institutions, industrial design is usually housed in 
schools of art or architecture (...). It is rare in design education to have course 
requirements in science, mathematics, technology, or the social sciences. As a result the 
skills of the designer are not well suited for modern times(…). The old skills of drawing 
and sketching, forming and molding must be supplemented and in many cases, 
replaced, by skills in programming, interaction, and human cognition. Rapid 
prototyping and user testing are required, which also means some knowledge of the 
social and behavior sciences, of statistics, and of experimental design” (Norman 2010). 
In the next section, we will outline the methods that were used to better understand 
what skills are necessary for designers coming into the development environment and 
subsequently inform new educational standards. 
 
2. Research Methodology 

The insights in this paper were developed through analysis of various qualitative methods 
including observation, immersion, and interviews with professional designers. Interviews were 
conducted with design departments from five different companies in the United States and the 
UK. Emphasis was placed on the United States because the technology industry there is growing 
rapidly, resulting in new employment opportunities for young designers. In being familiar with 
the processes used in the U.S., students will be better prepared to find employment. 

The companies and designers involved in this study were chosen because they met several 
criteria. An Agile process has to have been established and practiced. In addition, they need to 
have somehow integrated UX or VCD into the Agile process. The company needed be large 
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enough to have clearly defined roles within the design community. Most small companies easily 
conflate roles and have a hard time deploying a conventional Agile process. Lastly, the 
organizations were chosen to provide insights from a spectrum of business goals and products.  

The specific identity of the designers that were interviewed and their organizations have 
been withheld to protect their privacy. Internal disclosure agreements about process and products 
require that we not directly relate quotes to specific individuals. General details of the 
participants involved are outlined in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Interview participant classification 
 

P# Industry Product Location 
1 Search engine Web application California, United 

States 
2 Cell phone producer Native application, 

OS 
England, United 
Kingdom 

3 Insurance provider Web and native 
applications 

Ohio, United States 

4 Social network Web application Indiana, United 
States 

5 International Library 
service provider 

Web application Ohio, United States 

 
These five design teams were selected as an original round of participants. After conducting the 
initial round of interviews, the authors observed that clear patterns and valuable insights emerged 
that were worth sharing with the design community at large. Further studies can and should be 
done with a wider participant base to verify the results. However, the authors are confident in the 
insights reported here because they were derived from consistent, incontrovertible responses. 
 
Interviews were done by either VoIP (Skype), phone, or via email. The interviews were 
conversational, with only a loose structure to guide the questioning. This method was chosen to 
allow the designers to comfortably talk about their process while allowing the conversation to 
focus on issues that were forefront in their mind. Scripted questions were used as guides in the 
conversation in order to gather comparable insights. These questions asked the interviewees to 
discuss specifics of their organizations’ design practices within the Agile environment. They 
included prompts about designer backgrounds and expertise, work environment, deliverables, 
and design innovation. In addition to interviews, one of the authors of this paper was embedded 
on an Agile team, working as a visual communication designer. Direct observations from that 
experience were coded and compared to insights from the other organizations. 

After the interviews were complete, analysis was conducted to identify patterns within the 
Agile-Design community. Special focus was placed on issues or trends that impacted visual 
communication design specifically. There were four clear trends that emerged from analysis. 
Each trend highlights an area of weakness for either the Agile process or designers themselves. 
 

3. Results 

Four themes emerged from analysis of the collected data: a switch to system-level design, the 
rise of collaborative output and shared team values, a need to amplify individual strengths, and 
the impact of Agile on innovation. These themes stood out among the responses from our 
participants as being especially pertinent to the contemporary landscape. The insights shared 
below provide a tangible, realistic look at how VCD can be better integrated into Agile with 
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useful thoughts from industry experts. Additionally, design educators can translate the identified 
skills bellow into learning outcomes in their courses.  

3.1 System-level Design 

The rise of mobile technology (Grannell 2013) and the corresponding popularity of responsive 
web design (Marcotte 2010) has ushered in a new, precarious era for visual design. As the types 
of Web-based applications developed using Agile methods become more complex, robust, and 
dynamic, their interfaces also become more challenging to design. The primary reason being the 
number of unanswered questions the designer has about how the page will be viewed. Dynamic 
content and inconsistent screen dimensions make it hard for the designer and Agile team to know 
what content will be displayed and how much space they will have to organize it visually. 

It is becoming increasingly likely that designers will have no certain indication of how a user 
is going to access their interface. A web-based application can be accessed on any number of 
devices—anything that has a browser—including smartphones, tablet PCs, a range of laptop and 
desktop PCs, and, increasingly, televisions. Gone are the days when the visual designer had 
complete control over the layout. This new environment forces designers to plan for extreme 
environments and hope for the best in every other instance. As Allsopp pointed out, “The control 
which designers know in the print medium, and often desire in the web medium, is simply a 
function of the limitation of the printed page. We should embrace the fact that the web doesn’t 
have the same constraints, and design for this flexibility” (Allsopp 2000). 

The shift in media does not change the fact that the conventions of good design are still 
needed to create a useful, usable, and engaging experience. The principles of design—for 
example, consistency, rhythm, and hierarchy as well as a masterful use of typography—are 
necessary for the success of any interface, regardless of the format. The ability to create a 
consistent user interface (UI) across all formats is one of the major skills that designers bring into 
software development.  

In order to implement a consistent visual design across a variety of viewports, designers in 
the Agile environment have started to develop a system-level design approach. Each Agile team 
we talked to had a different name for this approach but the concept was uniform. Designers may 
start their process the way they have always started a design, with a static layout. However, once 
a design approach is approved, they quickly move into a system-level mindest.  

A common approach shared by our participants was to break down a page and identify 
recurring artifacts or elements. An effort would then be made to establish a “library of elements” 
that could be used consistently across the platform. Buttons are an obvious example. A design 
team can identify that a button styled in a specific way should consistently represent the same 
type of interaction. If the designers have properly noted the button style, wherever that 
interaction is replicated in the interface, the development team will know to style it consistently 
in that way. For example, in Figure 2 below, if an action button is enabled and clickable, it will 
always be styled like button A in the interface and if it is disabled for some reason, it renders as 
button B. 
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Figure 3: Button styles 
Source: Ganci, 2013 
 
Working in this way allows the designer to detach the content on the page from the visual layer. 
This detachment is important because there is a high probability that the designer will never 
know the exact scope of the content. Each design team we spoke with said that, in one way or 
another, they strive to set rules to render specific types of content with consistent visual styles. 

The method through which design teams choose to work at a system level tends to vary and 
is customized to suit each specific Agile team. Some design teams noted that they build a 
communal “cookbook” or “library” of elements that can be used by any developer company-
wide. This approach was reported to work well if the number of developers far outweighs that of 
designers. Another approach that had been implemented by one of our participants was Style 
Tiles. A Style Tile is “a design deliverable that references website interface elements through 
font, color, and style collections delivered alongside a site map, wireframes, and other user 
experience artifacts” (Warren 2012). One of the designers noted that they are exploring the use of 
Style Tiles to create a consistent, brand-specific interface in their responsive web environment. 
Interestingly, they also reported that some designers “struggle with the idea, conceptually” 
because the process asks the designer to think about their final design at a very abstract level. 
Based on this research, it is believed that this will continue to be a struggle for young designers 
unless they are more properly trained to think at system level. 

Designing at a broader level also helps build a bridge between design and development. 
Designers and developers do not always work with the same agenda when it comes to the UI. 
Sometimes, the finer details of a visual UI can get overlooked during development. As one of the 
participants stated, “If it’s easier to mess up [the layout], developers will mess up [the layout].” 
This is not a fault of either party. Both sides have specific objectives within the larger team goals. 
However, a well-documented visual system can alleviate a lot of the miscommunication between 
design and development. Designers can ensure that their visual components are styled correctly 
and development time is generally reduced. 

3.2 Collaborative Output and Shared Values 

One concept that was mentioned repeatedly during the interview process was the idea of 
collaborative output. The Agile environment is extremely collaborative and cannot succeed 
without input from a variety of sources—primarily user goals, business requirements and 
engineering abilities. There must be open dialogue and shared values between all Agile team 
members in order to produce a successful product. 

Because of this interdependence, it becomes vital that the entire team—designers included—
is working toward common goals. The participants in this research shared a few ways to amplify 
the collaborative focus across the team. Based on the interviews, the primary way to improve 
collaborative output is co-location. The entire team being located in the same physical space 
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seems to be an essential piece to successful collaborations. One participant went so far as to say 
“Personal relationships are much more powerful than any organizational procedure [my team] 
could come up with.” They went on to report that one Agile team they were involved with was 
having trouble producing good work because they were located in separate countries. After 
holding a retreat to temporarily join the two halves together, the team was much more productive 
because they had built a personal relationship. Regardless of the fact that they all returned to their 
respective countries after the retreat, the personal relationships they built while together allowed 
them to work as a whole. Other interviewees had similar stories that involved poor team 
performance as a result of the team being divided between separate locals. The participants also 
mentioned that collaboration was specifically difficult when language or culture were barriers to 
team cohesion. For instance, it is common to have design and business teams located in the 
United States and the development team located in Asia. That type of divide is reported to have a 
negative impact on the success of teams (Turk et al. 2002). 

Traditionally, the design culture has not supported this type of collegial work environment. 
A few of our participants noted that some designers struggle with the idea of a truly collaborative 
environment. In both school and the profession, designers refine their work by getting feedback 
from clients or directors. This process is the beginning of a collaboration, but there is an 
outdated, persistent mindset that the designer is always right. The client may know their 
company and the design director may know current trends, but designers tend to think that they 
know how to put it all together.  

This mindset falls apart rapidly in the Agile environment. Our participants shared that, in 
Agile, “designers get feedback from a wide variety of sources” and that designers need to learn to 
“hold nothing sacred.” The feedback loop becomes essential in the Agile environment. Often, a 
team member is dependent on a deliverable from every other person in order to do good work. 
Therefore, the UI designs are placed under a microscope because they impact many others’ work. 
Additionally, each person on the Agile team has valuable insight into how to create a better, 
more efficient, and goal-oriented design. Without a collegial environment, this exchange of ideas 
could be cutthroat and inefficient. If everyone is focused on the same goal, and has shared values, 
the collaboration can be successful. 

However, there is much more to the idea of shared values than simply being focused on the 
same end goal. As one participant noted “real collaboration cannot happen until [all] sides 
understand what they need from each other.” Moving forward, designers must learn to more 
deeply understand the rationale of both development and business. In addition, they need to more 
fully understand the rationale of their interaction (IX) and UX design colleagues, who usually 
create the deliverables—wireframes, personas, information architecture—that are used to directly 
inform the visual design.  

Another participant shared a story that highlights this point. Their team saw a decline in 
product success because the visual designers were overlooking the interaction and experience 
deliverables and moving directly to high fidelity visual mock-ups. While the visual mock-ups 
were beautiful, they failed to meet the goals of both the business and the user, which IX and UX 
had addressed in their designs. If the visual designers had taken the previous deliverables more 
seriously and trusted the IX and UX expertise, they could have created a more successful visual 
UI and moved more quickly into production. It is clear from this research that complete trust and 
support are necessary for a successful Agile team. Only when this trust is reached can true 
collaboration happen. 

3.3 Amplification of Strengths 

One of the major benefits of an Agile team is that it brings people together from a variety of 
backgrounds into one place to work towards the same goal. User experience designers, visual 
designers, business clients and developers all sit in the same room and work on the same project. 
Each task—or “story” in Agile terminology—is broken down into manageable tasks that are 
expertise specific. For example, if a team is building a new widget on a page, there would be 
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several components that would need to be completed to create it successfully. The business client 
would need to explain why the widget is important for the organization. The UX designer would 
need to identify the specific types of content that are necessary for a user to utilize the widget. 
The visual designer would need to make sure that the content is legible and inviting. The 
developer would need to make sure that the code is efficient and accurate and that the widget is 
functioning properly. Everyone has their role; everyone plays their part. 

Using this model, it is seems obvious that these professionals should leverage one another’s 
skill sets. However, that is not always how the process works. Sometimes, team member will try 
to fill multiple roles to save time or resources. Most commonly, visual designers are asked to 
write production-ready code or UX designers are asked to create visual designs. Our participants 
clearly stated that this multi-tasking approach is detrimental to the success of the product. 

Since the Web became a visual medium there have been discussions about how much code a 
visual designer should know. Most recently, visual designers are tasked with creating everything 
from wireframes to visual comps to code. While our participants noted that it is important for 
visual designers to have a working knowledge of all these areas and deliverables, they spoke to 
the fact that it is detrimental for them to actually produce them all in the Agile environment. The 
trend from our participants was that each Agile team member should focus on their own 
expertise. This allows each person to create great work in their own area. Then, the blending of 
talents comes through strong collaboration. 

One participant spoke to the importance of allowing team members to focus on their 
strengths by talking about a recent case where the visual design and IX roles were being 
conflated. They commented that this approach did not lead to good work being produced twice as 
quickly but rather to poor work being produced in higher quantities. As a team, they realized that 
they needed to focus on their strengths. Dividing the work according to expertise “free[d] up the 
UX designers to do less perfect deliverables (sketches), collaborate better and concentrate on the 
interaction, and [it] allowed the visual designer to have total control over the look and feel and 
experiment with all the elements of visual design.” In the end, they reported that it led to a better 
solution. 

Another participant noted that designers and developers have a different way of thinking 
through problems and solutions. They pointed out that this should not be viewed as a detriment 
but rather a strongpoint. After the visual designers have created a mock-up, development can act 
as a “check and balance for the quality of the design because they have a more logical point of 
view.” With this in mind, having a team with divergent expertise can actually aid—rather than 
hinder—collaboration. 

The approach to keep professionals focused on their expertise is echoed in the reported 
deliverables that visual designers produce for their Agile team. All of the teams that were 
interviewed reported that visual designers are still working with static, visual mock-ups created 
in Adobe Fireworks or Photoshop. This is evidence that visual designers should not be striving to 
work in production ready code. Agile teams are purposely keeping the activities of their team 
members separate in order to generate a higher quality final product. The teams did report that 
they create supplementary materials to pass off to development, which range from specification 
sheets (specs) to low-level style sheets (CSS). These artifacts are directly related to the idea of a 
system-level design. The focus, however, for the visual designer is to work through their layout 
statically, with high polish, in order to create a cohesive visual design. 

3.4 Innovation in Agile 

Agile development has obvious benefits in the areas of collaboration and speed. However, our 
participants reported that the way in which teams work in Agile can sometimes make it hard for 
individuals to keep the big picture in mind. Agile asks the team to divide a design into small and 
quickly manageable sections, otherwise known as “vertical slices.” To refer back to the widget 
analogy, in Agile, the entire team does all of their work related to the widget in one short time 
frame. This causes the team to think very practically and in a hyper-focused way about a small 
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segment of the larger design. Generally, conceptual level thinking happens only at the beginning 
of the project or at major junctures in the development cycle. 

This way of thinking is antithetical to the widely held iterative design process which asks 
visual designers to always be thinking about and molding the concept as the implementation 
happens (Landa 2013). Because there is this disconnect between the visual designers’ process 
and that of Agile, we asked our participants to comment specifically on Agile’s effect on 
conceptual innovation. 

The response to this question varied among our participants. Most designers said that their 
team was struggling with innovation but not all of them blamed the Agile process for that 
struggle. Some participants did note that working in such a fast paced, hyper-focused 
environment caused the team to “[easily] lose sight of the bigger picture.” While some teams 
placed blame on the development process itself, others noted that Agile simply “amplifies larger 
organizational issues.” If an organization has a poor system in place to implement smart, well-
timed innovation, Agile can simply make bad decisions happen faster. 

Based on the insights from our participants, one-way to alleviate the disconnect between 
innovation and Agile is to establish clearly stated goals. If the team has shared values, a 
collaborative spirit, and can stay focused on commonly agreed goals, the product can evolve 
naturally to remain innovative throughout the process. Generally, innovation is more likely to 
happen at the higher, conceptual level. A high-level concept is usually defined by a product’s 
brand position or core service and is often the disruptive–or innovative–aspect. By keeping the 
higher, conceptual goals in mind while focusing on the practical reality of building the interface, 
teams can work more easily together. Any decision that is made during implementation should be 
filtered through with the question “does this serve the bigger goal?” To reiterate, there were 
clearly mixed feelings amongst the participants in regards to Agile’s effect on innovation. The 
designers interviewed for this study cautioned visual designers against being too focused on the 
day-to-day grind of Agile and to keep the bigger goals in mind. 

 
4. Conclusions and Future Work 

The insights shared in this paper give a vivid glimpse into the Agile environment and highlight 
the role of visual designers in contemporary software development. Interviews with active visual 
design professionals as well as direct observation of Agile processes were used to provide 
information on the current state of the industry. This research has shown that the roles of the 
visual designer are clearly evolving. Designers entering the field must be equipped with new 
skills that will allow them to thrive in the development environment. Moving forward, visual 
designers will need to know how to: 

• Design at a system level 
• Become more invested collaborators 
• Focus on being experts rather than multi-taskers 
• Innovate in a fast-paced environment 
Education will need to work to instill these skills in current and future generations of 

students. As more design environments move away from printed materials, it is vital that 
designers have skills specific to their future working environments. The insights in this paper 
have provided a framework for design educators to develop learning objectives that will prepare 
their students. Future work needs to be done to better understand how to integrate the insights 
from this paper into VCD coursework. The development of learning objectives, assignments, or 
courses that address the above concepts is a next logical step in helping students ready 
themselves realistically for the profession. With the skills identified in this paper, designers can 
be productive members of the software development community and help enhance the products 
they design. 
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