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ABSTRACT  
The creative thinking that takes part in the early stages of design projects is often highly conceptual, 

rarely seen by others and can be difficult for designers to share. Therefore, its importance may not be 

well understood, leading to miscommunication and missed opportunities in the early stages of a design 

project. 

 

This study looks at creative thinking in the early ideation phase of the design process and how 

experienced professional designers across the fashion and textile design field document their thinking 

and ideas using expanded forms of visual journals. Drawing on theories of creativity and through the 

analysis of visual journals and the working environments of experienced creative professionals, it 

investigates what constitutes visual journaling in design, what evidence of creative thinking can be found 

there, and how they facilitate visual thinking and idea generation through a reflective practice lens. 

 

The insights captured not only shed light on how designers in the fashion and textile design field think, 

work and strategise creatively but demonstrate how critical the early creative thinking process is to the 

success of a project and how a designer's visual language and their expanded forms of visual journals 

support their creative thinking and idea generation process. Furthermore, there is a strong need for 

design professionals to cultivate more time and space for the early creative stages and re-orientate to a 

creative thinking focused approach to the design process in order to improve ideas, how they are 

communicated and strengthen their creative voice and influence in industry.    

 

KEY WORDS:  

creative thinking | idea generation | early-stage design process | reflective practice | visual journaling | 

visual thinking | creative design professionals | fashion and textile design | creative development
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In this research, I look at how designers think and work creatively and the importance of fostering 

creativity in design today. I approached this industry-facing study as an experienced design practitioner, 

with 20 years’ experience in the fashion and textile design industry.  

 

Like many of my peers and colleagues, my growing concern with the trajectory of the fashion industry, 

stuck in an unsustainable rapid growth model, led me to question not just what we create, but how we 

create. More so now than ever before, there is a growing industry sentiment, need and opportunity to 

ignite new thinking, re-prioritise time and resources and transition to more sustainable industry 

practices, re-setting the relationship between commerce and creativity in fashion and design more 

broadly.  

 

My hope is that this study brings to light the importance of fostering creative thinking in design practice, 

and the need for slowing down to allow time and space for designers to build ideas with intention. 

Slowing down design processes can help harness the creative skills and intuition of designers to create, 

communicate and deliver inspired and thoughtful ideas that can drive much-needed change, rather than 

continue to react to market and commercial demands at a relentless pace. Looking inward, to where 

creativity is embodied, can steer the way and help strategically re-establish a balance between design 

and industry from the very beginning of the creative process. 

 

This study looks at the creative thinking that takes place during the early stages of the design process 

and investigates what constitutes visual journaling in design, and how it facilitates visual thinking and 

idea generation in practice. It considers design as a creative domain and discipline and looks specifically 

at how experienced professional designers across the fashion and textile design field document their 

creative thoughts and ideas.  
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To find evidence of the designer’s creative thinking in practice, this study explored the visual journal 

used in professional design practice in its many forms, particularly throughout the early ideation stage. 

These range from sketchbooks and notebooks to material gathered around studios or in workspaces, 

often pinned to walls or up on mood boards. The use of various digital tools and formats was also 

investigated, given the growing influence and use of digital technology in design today. 

 

This research asks; 

- How do design professionals in the fashion and textile industry document their ideas and/or 

use visual journals in the early conceptual stage of the design process?  

- What form does this visual journaling take and what evidence of creative thinking or idea 

generation can be found here?  

- What do the findings reveal about creative thinking in fashion and textile design today?  
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THESIS STRUCTURE 
This thesis has five chapters: (1) Introduction, (2) Contextual Review, (3) Methodology, (4) Research 

Findings, and (5) Outcomes. 

 

Following this introductory chapter, the contextual review offers a comprehensive literature review of 

the relationship between creativity and design in order to position the visual journal within that 

scholarship. It also identifies and analyses a number of relevant previous studies of designers that have 

contributed to my own methodology. These studies include a number of visual representations of 

creative thinking which also contributes to my own mental model of journaling within the creative 

process.  

 

The inclusion of hand-drawn diagrams throughout the contextual review is intentional and are part of 

my own documentation of reflection-in-action, visually representing my thinking process and the 

synthesis of concepts supporting this research. In some instances, I have annotated existing diagrams in 

order to show how I have built on previous models of creativity.  

 

The contextual review also offers a survey of studies of journals, not all scholarly, but nonetheless useful 

in establishing the gap this project addresses. There are four key areas of research in the contextual 

review outlined further below that support the primary research findings derived from the survey, from 

interviews with designers and from journal studies.  

 

The third chapter introduces reflective practice as a methodology, which I take up in the outline of my 

research approach and methods. Here, I introduce the two methods I used to gather primary data on the 

use, form and practice of visual journaling in professional fashion and textile design practice today.   

 

I organised the Research Findings chapter according to key themes that emerged in the data. Here I bring 

together the findings from the contextual review with my primary research. Lastly, I conclude with some 
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outcomes of the study and areas of further research.  

 

Supplementary material from the research process can be found in the Appendices, including a glossary 

of key terms, survey data and analysis material and original working diagrams used to synthesise 

thoughts.  

 

OVERVIEW OF STUDY  

Early Stage Creative Process 

This study focuses on the early stages of the creative design process. The creative thinking that takes 

place in this early ideation stage is considered essential yet elusive, even mysterious, or the work of a 

moment, and rarely given much attention. Much focus and discussion in design tends to be placed on the 

tangible and visible development and execution stages of a project, where prototypes are seen to be 

forming, and materials and tools are put to use in the physical creation of a project. Fig.1 below 

demonstrates this. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 - Author’s diagram of the design process, highlighting the early stages  
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Although creative thinking takes part in all stages of the process, the creative thinking that drives 

ideation in the early stages of the design process is extremely important, not only to the designer but for 

the formation of the work. It is highly conceptual, rarely seen by others, and can be difficult for designers 

to articulate and share. Therefore, its importance may not be understood, leading to miscommunication 

and missed opportunities in the early stages of a design project.  

 

Key Areas of Research 

Creativity in Design 
 
The study opens with a look at the concept of creativity, what creative thinking is in design and the 

creative design process. Although creativity is a multi-faceted and difficult-to-define concept, select 

references from the field of psychology and wider art and design fields are used here to support the main 

investigation of this study, which is to understand how designers think and work creatively.  

 

It aims to shine a light on the creative process in design, drawing out the importance of the experienced 

designer’s role and their creative thinking skills that ultimately shape and influence the ideas, the 

direction of a project and its outcome. Not to be confused with design thinking as an applied business or 

entrepreneurial strategy, this study focuses on creative thinking in design characteristic of the knowledge 

and skills the trained and experienced creative design professional acquires, embodies and intuitively 

applies in practice.    

 

Reflective Practice 
 
Reflective Practice is the methodological framework chosen for this study as it acknowledges 

professional experience and its complexity alongside scholarly knowledge. It is a popular conceptual 

framework in art and design research as it considers creative practice a form of research but, more 

importantly, acknowledges the knowledge-driven thoughts and actions of the practitioner, which are the 

focus of this investigation. Recent research and expanded concepts of reflective practice are also 
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considered, including critical reflective practice and, most importantly, reflective practice in a creative 

context demonstrating how the theory has remained particularly relevant in design.  

 

Visual Thinking 

 
Visual thinking is considered in the context of this study as it makes up a large part of the creative 

practitioner’s skill set.  The act of visualising in creative practice relies on heightened skills of perception 

to transform imagery in the mind and attach meaning that the practitioner then aims to express in their 

work, particularly in the early idea-generating phase. Visual thinking is an important concept to 

understand in the context of this study as the analysis of visual journals looks for evidence of this 

process. The importance of drawing for creative thinking, visual literacy and the development and 

communication of ideas is a key aspect of creative practice and is also explored in depth here.  

 

The Visual Journal  
 
The creative thinking that takes place in the early stages of a designer’s process is often locked away in 

the mind of the practitioner, scrawled in notebooks, shared in conversation, pinned to inspiration boards 

or discarded in failed prototypes. Visual journals play a vital role in capturing this personal and intuitive 

process and can provide tangible evidence of creative thinking in design. 

 

For design practitioners, visual journals or their equivalent are seen as useful and valuable tools for both 

processing ideas and for concept development; they are also potentially useful as objects of research for 

designers and design researchers. By studying the role and use of these journals, this research sheds light 

on how designers think and work in the early stages of a project, revealing how designers can fine tune 

and share their work, not only to understand their creative process but also to communicate better with 

collaborators and/or clients.  
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Professional Fashion and Textile Designers 
 
While early supporting literature in the contextual review includes material and references from the 

wider discipline of design, including the fields of graphic, industrial, interior and digital media design and 

architecture, the primary research conducted in this study focuses on my area of expertise in fashion and 

textile design. The study begins broadly to contextualise and demonstrate the shared visual language 

and creative skillset of experienced designers, then narrows in on fashion and textile designers placing 

them at the centre of this conversation on creativity in design.  

 

The findings in Chapter 4 reveal key insights gathered from a general survey and in-depth interviews 

conducted with experienced fashion and textile design professionals working predominantly in Sydney, 

Australia. It was important to engage with experienced designers and draw upon their expert knowledge 

gained from practice that is in line with the methodological framework for this study.   

 

LIMITATIONS  
Limitations encountered while undertaking this research include: 

• the lack of data and statistics on professional designers working in Australia, especially fashion 

and textile designers 

• the ambiguous classification of design fields in data found on professional designers working in 

Australia, which is inconsistent at national, state and major city levels 

• reference material and scholarly literature in creativity and design consulted focus heavily on the 

architect as the prominent example of a design professional in the domain of design.  

 

Limitations in defining and quantifying design activity in Australia reveal gaps in the broader 

understanding and classification of design as a domain of significant commercial and creative activity 

with a diverse range of traditional and emerging fields.   
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY  
This study is significant as it acknowledges the importance of fostering creativity in individuals who 

contribute to and have the power to collectively influence change in wider social, economic and cultural 

systems.  The emergence of a creative economy and current global social and cultural shifts are heavily 

influencing change in the role of the designer, the discipline of design and the design industry.  

 

Towards a Creative Economy   

In line with the emerging prominence of a creative economy and strong growth in creative industries 

globally (Santiago 2015), Australia has also seen a rapid growth in and transformation of the 

creative industry sector. A paper published by the Australian Government on cultural and creative activity 

in Australia from 2008-09 to 2016-17 revealed that the total economic contribution of cultural or 

creative activity had grown by 30% since 2009.  

 
Cultural and creative activity refers to activities that involve human creativity as a major input. While there 

is no universally accepted definition, the terms ‘cultural’ and ‘creative’ are used to describe activities 

connected with the arts, media, heritage, design, fashion, and information technology. Cultural activity may 

also contain intellectual property to communicate symbolic meaning while creative activity requires human 

creativity as a significant and identifiable input (Department of Communications and Arts 2018). 

 
The paper strongly implies that creative activity, the role of design and the role of creative professionals 

are on the rise and have become increasingly important in driving economic growth. While much of the 

transformation in this sector has been powered by the use of digital technologies, it is the link to creative 

activity and the human capacity to be creative that is fundamentally driving the growth.   

 

Furthermore, another paper published in January 2019 on creative skills for the future economy suggests 

the role of creativity and the increasing demand for creative skills and creative occupations is set to 

continue on its pathway of growth seen over the last 30 years with the adoption of new technologies and 
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only set to increase with the introduction of automation.   

 
The majority of growth over that period has been in occupations that cannot easily be automated. This has 

seen an increase in what are termed 'non-routine cognitive jobs' which occur in fields such as education, 

healthcare, professional services, arts and design. ...Creative skills, requiring original thought and innovation, 

are particularly resistant and are likely to face relatively higher demand in the future." (Department of 

Communications and Arts 2019)  

 

With this rapid transformation and growth of the creative industries sector, plus the importance of 

creative work in the cultivation of new ideas and alternative products, services and lifestyles, there is an 

opportunity for design professionals to use their creative skills and ideas not only to create products and 

services but also to significantly influence business strategies that shape the direction of future 

economies and lifestyles. However, in order to influence creatively, the ability of designers to 

acknowledge the wider potential of their creative skillset and to clearly articulate their ideas will be vital.  

 

Systemic Change in the Design Industry 

The completion of this study coincided with the outbreak of the Covid-19 global pandemic that has 

exposed, put pressure on and threatened the stability of many systems and communities of people 

around the world. The fashion industry, long overdue for systemic change, is currently buckling under the 

pressure, with designers around the globe and at every level of the industry finding themselves at a 

challenging crossroad where their creative skills and strategic minds are being activated not only to 

respond but to re-create the system.  

 

Dutch trend forecaster, curator, publisher and educator Lidewij Edelkoort, considered one of the world’s 

most influential forecasters, has consulted and advised globally on art, fashion, design and consumer 

trends since the early 1980s. (Edelkoort 2016) In the spirit of this study, she has responded to the 

disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic with reflection and action, offering not only her views but 
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an inspiring call for collective systemic industry change that many designers have been advocating for 

independently or in small groups for many years.  

 

In an article outlining her Manifesto of Hope for a post-pandemic world (Fairs 2020), Edelkoort speaks of 

the need for change through slowing down, reflection and re-prioritisation. The manifesto calls for the 

industry to put people and the planet before profits, foster a culture of creativity and drive a rebirth in 

business with the creation of a ‘World Hope Forum’ to counterbalance the World Economic Forum. ‘Many 

companies, designers and directors hear this call for change and know they shouldn’t miss this chance 

for the sweeping restructuring of business, slowing down its pulse’ (Fairs 2020, para. 16). This call for 

change and transformation aligns to the findings of this research, rendering it timely and all the more 

relevant.  
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2. CONTEXTUAL REVIEW 

2.1 CREATIVITY IN DESIGN PRACTICE 
Drawing on the work of key researchers in the fields of creativity and design research, this chapter 

provides some context to the multi-faceted nature of creativity and how creativity is applied in design 

practice. It looks at creativity in the domain of design, creative thinking in the design process and in 

practice, and what cognitive mechanisms are active during creative work that influence how creative 

design professionals think and behave. It also looks at the importance of creativity and inspiration in the 

early ideation stage.   

 

Understanding Creativity 

Creativity has always been difficult to understand and describe by observers and practitioners. An 

extensive body of literature has been written on the subject of creativity since the 1950s, particularly in 

the field of psychology, given creativity is largely behavioural. While definitions of creativity are abundant 

in contemporary research literature, there is much debate on how it should be defined, taught and 

measured. Leading creativity scholar and editor of the Creativity Research Journal Professor Mark Runco 

and creativity researcher Garrett J. Jaeger argue that standard definitions of creativity should 

acknowledge both originality and effectiveness, where originality refers to something new, novel or 

unique and aspects of effectiveness as markers of value (Runco & Jaeger 2012). 

 

Professor, writer and photographer Jane Piirto has written and taught widely on creativity, including how 

to foster and develop creative individuals. In her work, Understanding Those Who Create, she provides a 

comprehensive overview of the scholarly research undertaken on creativity. In defining the term, she 

discusses how the link between making and the mind is revealed in both the origins of the word, with the 

Latin origin of creativity being creâre, meaning ‘to grow, make or produce’ highlighting the act, and its 

more modern use as a noun in psychology and the arts, which taps into the human or behavioural aspects 
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driving the act. (Piirto 1998) A look at ‘Appendix A - Creativity Theory’ (ibid) reveals an extensive summary 

of the many theories of creativity developed over the years, ranging from philosophical to 

psychological/psychoanalytical and domain-specific theories, further demonstrating the breadth of 

inquiry and its complexity.  

 

Having immersed herself deeply in the many theories and perspectives on the topic, Piirto lands on the 

notion of creativity as a natural human instinct that is largely influenced and shaped by external factors, 

stating, ‘Creativity is in the personality, the process, and the product within a domain in interaction with 

genetic influences and with optimal environmental influences of home, school, community and culture, 

gender and chance. Creativity is a basic human instinct to make that which is new’ (Piirto 1998 p 41). 

Aspects of Piirto’s definition echo the widely-used Four P classification of creativity introduced by 

educational scientist and creativity researcher Mel Rhode in 1961 that represents the multi-dimensional 

nature of creativity and where creativity can be found. It is in looking closely at the nature of creative (1) 

persons, (2) processes, (3) products and (4) press (with press referring to the relationship human beings 

have with their environment (Rhodes 1961)) that we can begin to understand creativity and creative 

professionals in a particular field or discipline, such as design.  

 

Influential scholar and Emeritus Professor of Design Studies at The Open University in the UK Nigel 

Cross has spent more than 40 years researching how designers think and work creatively. He makes a 

case for the development of design as a discipline (Cross 2006) by arguing that a unique body of design 

knowledge can be derived from its people and processes as well as products. He proposes that with more 

research and a deeper understanding of the unique aspects of design and the behaviour of designers in 

these three areas of the discipline, it may be possible to establish a unique design ‘culture’ rigorous 

enough to sit alongside the sciences and arts. Cross’ viewpoint and its integration of core aspects of the 

classification of creativity reveal much about how creativity is placed in design.   
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The Domain of Design 

This study looks at creativity in the domain of design, where creativity is embodied in design practice. 

The domain of design generally consists of established fields such as fashion and textiles, visual 

communication, architecture, interiors and product design and the emerging technology-based fields of 

digital, interaction and service design that share common knowledge and a general design language. The 

creative professionals operating in and contributing to their respective fields in this domain also share 

common personality traits and behaviours. This domain operates as an eco-system of knowledge and as 

it grows and evolves, so do the creative practices, people, products and environments.  

 

However, creativity has not always been understood as part of a system. Psychologist Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi has contributed much to the field of creativity studies and the understanding of 

creativity today. He is known primarily for identifying and popularising the notion of an individual being 

in a state of ‘flow’, where a person is happily immersed in a task challenging enough to stretch their 

abilities and keep them engaged for long periods of time (Csikszentmihalyi 1991). More importantly, this 

discovery led him to a further in-depth study of creativity and how highly successful creative individuals, 

in whom flow states abound, behave, leading him to define creativity as ‘ ... any act, idea or product that 

changes an existing domain, or that transforms an existing domain into a new one’ (Csikszentmihalyi 

1996, p. 28).  

 

Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of creativity was one of the first to move away from focusing solely on the 

creative individual to include the wider environment in which these individuals operate, dispelling the 

popular and romanticised myth of the individual genius operating in isolation or extraordinary 

circumstances that originated during the Renaissance. Looking beyond the individual, Csikszentmihalyi 

contextualises creative behaviour as, ‘The interaction between a person’s thoughts and a sociocultural 

context. It is a systemic rather than individual phenomenon’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p.23). His framing of 

creativity into a systems model takes it out of the mind of an individual and into a sociocultural system 

where domain, field and person exist interdependently. Here the domain represents a specified area of 
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knowledge with a set of symbolic rules and procedures, that is home to a field, or multiple fields, made 

up of groups of individuals operating as gatekeepers of that domain. The person, or individual, works to 

gain acceptance within the field by building on the knowledge of that domain and making contributions 

to it with the view to change or transform it. While domains, field and disciplines are distinct, they co-

exist and share the same evolutionary moments in time. This systems model is useful when considering 

the complexity of domains and their evolution, particularly in design. 

 

The acknowledgement of the domain and how creativity and the individual are placed within it is a 

central theme of Csikszentmihaly’s work. A clear distinction is also made between types of individual 

creativity that exist within domains, including Big-C creativity, that is, creativity that has brought about 

significant change, and little-c creativity, which acknowledges everyday problem solving or creative 

expression. His work focuses primarily on understanding Big-C creativity, and while both are important 

and relevant, the difference between the two is vast.  

 

Creativity researchers James C. Kaufman and Ronald A. Beghetto went a step further in classifying types 

of creative behaviour and identified a Four-C Model of Creativity that bridges the gap between 

significant and everyday creativity. This reclassification includes the addition of mini-c before little-c, 

which acknowledges the transformative learning experiences or personally meaningful and 

developmental creative experiences a person may have. Little-c remains in the realm of everyday 

innovation and includes creative activities the non-expert may engage in, such as learning a musical 

instrument or discovering a new way to cook a dish. The second addition is that of Pro-c before Big-C, 

which takes into account professional expertise. The Pro-c area represents a broad section of the 

creativity spectrum and is made up of creative individuals who are professionally or vocationally creative 

though not necessarily eminent. The Big-C category remains the category of eminent creative 

contributors (Kaufman & Beghetto 2009). The diagram proposed by Kaufman and Beghetto in Fig. 2 

below demonstrates how they see the four types of creativity placed.  
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Fig. 2 - The Complete Four-C Model of Creativity (Kaufman & Beghetto 2009) with author’s annotation 

 

The diagram is clustered rather than linear with little-c and Big-C creativity sitting relatively closely 

despite their vast differences. As highlighted, the inclusion of reflection in line with Big-C creativity and 

as an off-shoot of little-c creativity is also interesting to note, particularly in the context of this study, as 

it connects personally meaningful and developmental creative experiences with domain-changing 

creative contributions. Little-c is also placed in alignment with Pro-c, further connecting the individual’s 

creative experiences in the everyday world to professional practice.  

 
The Pro-c category is particularly relevant to this study as it brings a large portion of creative individuals 

into view, that is, those with a range of expertise who are operating and contributing professionally to 

creative fields. It is the accumulation of knowledge and the contributions made to the field at this level 

that keep it active, while the standout transformative creative contributions at the Big-C level from 

people at the top of their field keep it evolving.  
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The Creative Design Process 

Reflecting on the fundamental understanding of creativity as a combination of originality and 

effectiveness, or as something new and of value, it can be said that each time a design is launched and 

successfully adopted, a whole host of creative activity represented by the output of the design is being 

consumed and  valued through its consumption.  

 

To design is to take part in an inherently creative process that involves various layers and stages of 

activity and thinking. The first comprehensive model of the creative process was originally identified by 

social psychologist and London School of Economics co-founder Graham Wallas in his now classic work 

The Art of Thought (1926), which consisted of four distinct stages, these being (1) preparation, (2) 

incubation, (3) illumination and (4) verification. This model has been widely referred to in design and all 

creative domains. Piirto builds on this model and identifies seven 'I's to explain the creative process from 

the point of view of creative practitioners in the arts, sciences and business, namely, (1) inspiration, (2) 

imagery, (3) imagination, (4) intuition, (5) insight, (6) incubation and (7) improvisation (Piirto 2010).  

 

While the creative process largely occurs in the mind of the individual and can differ in detail across 

individuals and/or groups of professionals, what distinguishes the creative design process from other 

creative processes is not necessarily the stages, but rather the type of activity that occurs during the 

stages based on the requirements or constraints of a design. Be it a product, service or experience, all 

forms of design are generally created with aesthetic, functional, production and commercial 

requirements. Consideration of these requirements is what distinguishes a creative design process from 

an artistic one.   

 

While Wallas’ fundamental model of the creative process has been widely adopted, many design process 

models are mapped, and continue to be mapped, across the various fields as they evolve, and as 

designers approach their process from different perspectives and backgrounds. Architect and educator 

Brian Lawson, who has also studied psychology, has extensively researched and published several books 
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since 1980 on the nature of design process and how designers think. In his early work, Lawson looked at 

various published route maps of the design process from the fields of architecture, engineering, industrial 

design and town planning that demonstrate a sequence of activities taking place from problem to 

solution and found himself questioning these process models as they tended to be theoretical, 

prescriptive and systematic, and not at all representative of how designers actually work in professional 

practice (Lawson 2006).  

 

After conducting experiments and interviews with experienced designers to explore this, Lawson came to 

the conclusion that the design process was indeed not so sequential or that each stage occurred 

separately. In response, he proposed a more fluid general representation of the process, as shown in Fig 3. 

below, describing it as a negotiation between problem and solution with no fixed starting or finishing 

points. Here the thinking activities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation occur inter-dependently and are 

used as required, rather than sequentially.  

 

Fig. 3 - A thinking model of the design process (Lawson 2006, p. 49) 

 
It is evident that Lawson tapped into his experience with spatial perception as an architect in proposing 

a more three-dimensional view of the design process and creates space for the three thinking-dependent 

activities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation that operate as part of a connected and dynamic feedback 

exchange. From this perspective, the design process is presented as a multi-dimensional integrated 
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process that is far from sequential. This is important as Lawson’s description of the model as a 

negotiation between problem and solution also indicates rounds of reasoning and renders the process 

reliant on reflection, thus aligning it with the theory of reflective practice, derived by philosopher and 

urban planner Donald Schön, discussed in detail in the next section of this chapter as it is the key 

theoretical framework of this study. 

 

Creative Design Practice 

Industrial design engineer and educator Kees Dorst has also studied and written widely on 

understanding creative design practice, design expertise and how expert designers are able to 

continually identify new approaches to problems in design.  In collaboration with Lawson, Dorst devised 

a view of design practice as a set of five general design activities that are undertaken at seven general 

levels of expertise and thinking (Lawson & Dorst 2009). This layered summary of design practice, 

summarised in Fig. 4 below, is particularly relevant in the context of this study, as it takes into account 

both the actions and levels of expertise of the designer and also incorporates key attributes of reflective 

practice. 

 

Fig. 4 - Spectrum of design activities, experience and thinking (Dorst 2015, pp. 56-57), with author’s annotation 
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In creating these summaries, Lawson and Dorst acknowledge a significant gap: 

 

There are many activities that are an integral part of ‘being a designer’ that have been neglected by 

designers, under-funded and un-organised in design agencies and missed by design researchers. ...most 

importantly, they include the critical reflection across projects, through which a designer develops (Lawson 

& Dorst 2009, p. 66).  

 

They identify the importance of the designer’s own capacity for critical reflection that supports their 

practice, an insight aligned with the purpose of this study. The second half of this chapter takes a closer 

look at ‘being a designer’, the specific creative personality traits of the design professional and how 

designers think and behave as creative professionals.  

 

The Creative Design Professional 

Across the field of creativity studies, many firsthand and observed accounts of creative personalities 

reveal that, despite their different domains and fields, these personalities tend to harbour similar traits 

and engage in similar patterns of behaviour. In an article on defining creativity, philosophy educator 

Ignacio l. Götz describes very well the general behaviour of creative individuals: 

 

Each individual is immersed in his/her field of endeavour, and is constantly thinking of literary works, new 

scientific advances, new theatrical productions. These conscious enterprises are interrupted by the affairs of 

daily living. Distractions abound. Days, weeks, even months and years pass by. A moment, however, arrives 

sometimes when everything that had accumulated without their attention bursts forth from the inner dikes 

of the mind. A vision is vouchsafed. After another lapse of time or maybe immediately, new activity may 

take place and concretise the image gained, verify the solution intuited sound out the words or the music 

heard within (Götz 1981, p.299). 

 

Here we can see that while it is the physical or tangible elements of the process that provide visible 

evidence of creativity, it is during the mental or cognitive stages of incubation and illumination that the 
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progress or what some may describe as ‘leaps’ of insight happen. However, while these leaps seem the 

work of a moment, they occur as a result of operating in the individual’s own creative eco-system or for 

the designer in Lawson’s negotiation space. Cross describes this creative leap or moment of insight as 

more of ‘a perceptual building bridge between problem and solution’ (Cross 2006, p.44).  

 

In taking Cross’ perspective, the creative leap becomes less mysterious, or rather, explainable when one 

looks more closely at the ongoing activity supporting the leap, particularly at the material inputs and 

conversations surrounding or leading up to the moment of insight. Cross arrives at this explanation after 

observing and analysing designers at work during experimental design sessions. This insight into the way 

designers work is but one part of an extensive body of research undertaken throughout the course of his 

career to understand how designers think and work and the investigation into what he describes, and 

what is widely referred to in design research, as ‘designerly ways of knowing’ (Cross 2006).  

 

As Lawson and Dorst discovered a gap in acknowledging the designer in the design process, so did 

Csikszentmihalyi identify a similar gap in the field of creativity research in understanding how living 

creative individuals think and work. He addressed this by extensively interviewing and collating the data 

from 91 highly experienced creative professionals who had demonstrated domain-changing Big-C 

creativity across the fields of science, business, government, humanities and the arts, with the arts 

including sculptors, graphic artists, a ceramic designer and several architects. He concluded that, despite 

the variance in field or specialisation in which the respondents worked, there were several underlying 

similarities between them. The biggest similarity was in the complex nature of their personalities, and 

their capacity to operate as a multitude, or rather, embody a number of conflicting personalities at the 

one time.  

He identified 10 pairs of contrasting personality traits to illustrate this. According to his findings, creative 

individuals can (1) summon a great deal of physical energy, yet are also often quiet and value rest, (2) 

tend to be smart and naive at the same time, (3) can be both playful and disciplined, or 
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responsible/irresponsible, (4) easily escape to the realm of imagination and fantasy, yet still be rooted in 

reality, (5) harbour tendencies to alternate between extraversion and introversion, (6) can be remarkably 

humble and proud at the same time, (7) operate, to a certain extent, with a tendency towards androgyny, 

often escaping rigid gender role stereotyping, (8) can be both traditional and conservative in learning 

their craft, as well as rebellious and iconoclastic by breaking the rules, (9) can be both passionate and 

objective about their work and (10) can alternate between suffering and pain and enjoyment as a result 

of their openness and sensitivity. (Csikszentmihalyi 1996) This list, while not exhaustive, does paint a 

picture of the complex nature of successful and experienced creative professionals and aligns with the 

findings in this study, as outlined in Chapter 4.  These traits demonstrate how creative professionals can 

operate on multiple levels at the same time and see things from a number of different perspectives, 

thereby revealing why they can entertain a number of different ideas at the same time.  

Piirto also conducted an extensive review of creative individuals, including visual artists, architects, 

writers, performers, athletes, scientists, mathematicians, inventors and entrepreneurs. Her review of the 

architect revealed much about the general profile of the creative design professional. She saw the 

architect, or designer, as a type of hybrid creator, combining almost all the characteristics of creative 

types and being part artist, part scientist and part business person.  Over the course of her work in 

research and education, Piirto identified five core attitudes creative individuals share that include: (1) 

openness to experience, (2) risk-taking, (3) self-discipline, (4) tolerance for ambiguity and (5) group trust 

(Piirto 2010 pp. 137-142).  

 

A thought leader in human-centred design, Dr Melis Senova, makes a point of focusing on both the 

human element in design work and in the act of designing. The acknowledgement of the human behind 

the design work is central to her work as an executive coach and is the subject of her book This Human 

(2017), which taps into the internal world of the designer and how to ‘be’ the person designing for other 

people. While the book was aimed at designers and organisations working in the growing field of human-

centred design and is aligned primarily with the emerging fields of digital, service and interactive design, 
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many of the principals and insights presented apply to all fields of design. Drawing on her 20 years’ 

experience as a designer and her understanding as a published neuroscientist of how the mind works, 

she brings together an insightful and practical book designed to encourage new and deeper reflections 

on what the designer is experiencing at a personal level between the thinking and doing of design 

practice. Senova also draws heavily on reflective practice in her work.  

 

She addresses the complex areas of design and the personal spaces a designer tends to occupy in the 

process, providing practical strategies and a guide to maximising ways of ‘being’ a designer. Her work 

draws similarities between insights and ideas as the critical starting points and she emphasises the space 

and attention they require in order to develop depth and form to guide visions for the work. Sense-

making is addressed as predominantly subconscious, and part of a feedback system that feeds intuition, 

which is highlighted as a necessary and important feeling, and one to harness and regularly tap into. 

Expression lined with intention is deemed powerful and the inspiring, clear and appropriate 

communication of ideas considered a key aspect of creating. Creating connections during the 

collaborative process of designing with co-workers is deemed just as important as ensuring the work 

connects once it is created. Intention is spoken about with great importance, as it gives both the designer 

and the work energy, drive and a clear path through challenges and towards delivering ideas with 

passion (Senova 2017). Many of the personal sentiments and insights presented in this book from her 

years of experience working with designers are echoed in the accounts of the experienced designers in 

the findings of this study and further reinforce the importance of the person behind the profession.  

 

Creative Thinking in Design 

Having established that creativity in a design context exists as a process that creative individuals not 

only employ but embody and experience through practice, I now look specifically at how designers think 

and what drives their creative behaviour in practice. Similar to Senova, former scientist and research 

psychologist Judith H Heerwagen blends science, psychology and design in her work. She focuses on the 
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behavioural, psychosocial, and health impacts of building design and writes on organisational creativity 

and innovation. Heerwagen sees creatively-directed thinking or ideas built with intention as the 

underlying force of innovation, stating, ‘Creativity provides the raw intellectual materials, ideas, concepts, 

insights and discovery - that eventually become new theories, approaches, tools, products, services that 

underlie innovation. Innovation is the adoption and social transmission of creative discovery’ (Heerwagen 

2002). 

This is an important perspective to consider as innovation today is becoming increasingly associated 

with technology; however, it is the thinking and creative activity behind the technology or tangible 

outcomes that is at the core of innovation. In a closer look at the cognitive aspects of creativity, 

Heerwagen identifies the use of combinatorial and transformational thinking styles as key to creative 

problem solving or the act of generating creative outcomes, where combinatorial thinking produces 

novel combinations from familiar ideas or things through generating and testing, and transformational 

thinking taps into analogical reasoning and uses metaphors to transfer concepts from one domain to 

another. (Heerwagen 2002) These acts of combining and transforming thoughts underpin creative 

thinking and activity in design practice.  

The ability to explore and propose ideas and tease out a variety of solutions or alternatives to a design 

problem or challenge is essential for a rigorous design practice. Lawson observes, ‘Creative thinkers in 

general and designers in particular seem to have the ability to change the direction of their thinking thus 

generating more ideas’ (Lawson 2006, p.154). The ongoing use of and alternation between divergent- and 

convergent thinking modes is essentially how designers are able to re-orientate their thinking and ideate. 

Divergent thinking is intuitive, imaginative, open ended and focused on ideas, while convergent thinking 

is logical and seeks closure and solutions. 

The designer moves between these two modes of thinking, from the generation of new ideas in divergent 

thinking mode to the evaluation of these ideas in convergent thinking mode. While divergent thinking is 

generally associated with the more intuitive, imaginative and creative thinking, it may be only an 
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indicator of creativity, as Runco implies, ‘Divergent thinking is not the same as creative thinking. 

Divergent thinking often leads to originality, and originality is the central feature of creativity’ (Runco & 

Acar 2012).  

The main aspect of divergent thinking is that it breaks away from a strictly linear or single mode of 

thinking and is often associated with lateral thinking, a theory introduced by Edward de Bono in 1967 

that challenges traditional vertical thinking, with the objective of moving from known ideas to new ideas. 

As de Bono described, ‘A certain amount of overlapping, a certain amount of repetition, a certain amount 

of imprecision are inseparable from the process of bringing about an idea in this way’ (De Bono 2014). 

The introduction of the term and his extensive and renowned body of work on creative and conceptual 

thinking has been widely referred to and adopted globally across many industries. 

This divergent/convergent or lateral/analytical thinking process can be seen clearly taking place 

throughout the entire design process in the widely-adopted Double Diamond Model of Design (UK 

Design Council 2005). Established after a review of various methodologies and tools used by successful 

design organisations and published as a general framework for innovation rather than a detailed design 

process map, it is still a good representation of the design process adopted across most design fields 

today.  Convergent and divergent thinking are clearly demonstrated in this model (see Fig. 5).   
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Fig. 5 - Double Diamond Model of the Design Process (UK Design Council 2005) 

 
 

At opposite ends of the model we have the start and end points of 'Challenge' and 'Outcome', what earlier 

process maps refer to as 'Problem' and 'Solution'. Nestled between 'Design Principles' and 'Methods Bank’ 

sit two diamonds side by side, representing not only the stages of the design process but, with the 

directional arrows, indications of where the divergent and convergent thinking take place during the 

process. ‘Discover’ and ‘Develop’ represent the divergent, outward exploratory stages, while ‘Define’ and 

‘Deliver’ represent the convergent, inward solution-focused stages. There are also several blue arrowed 

loop lines indicating cycles of activity and where repetition or re-orientation during the process usually 

occurs. While the model still presents as sequential, the diamond shape, arrows and loop lines do more 

than most linear process models to indicate the ebb and flow of design activity.   

Senova also references the divergent/convergent thinking process found in the double diamond model in 

her book, bringing a human element to it by describing it as a flow of breath and energy. In this emotive 
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description we see a complete representation of process and person. 

 

When creating, the direction of energy flow becomes important. For me, the idea of inhaling and exhaling 

has always been present in the design process. Inhaling means taking information in; exhaling means 

presenting knowledge out. The double diamond reflects this too: the divergence is the inhalation and the 

convergence is the exhalation. The content covered in this book can also be thought of as energy that flows 

upwards and downwards. Upward energy heads towards insight - from the real world to ideas and insights. 

Downward energy heads towards something manifested - from ideas and insights to products or services in 

the real world. Upward can be seen as abstract, and downwards as concrete (Senova, 2017, p.202).  

 

Convergent and divergent thinking styles are complementary and operate best in relationship to one 

another. Specific to design practice, Michael Tovey investigated the creative mind of the designer from a 

cognitive perspective and proposes a robust argument for a dual processing model based on 

convergent/divergent thinking as a basis for designing. Drawing on his own practice, and referencing 

research conducted in neuroscience, Tovey (1984) looked into the distinct differences in thinking styles 

across both hemispheres of the brain and how they are used in design. He revealed how the different 

cognitive processing styles across the two are used simultaneously by designers, with the right side 

dominant in visuo-spatial and holistic thinking, and the left side dominant in verbal processing, 

controlling language and analytical thinking (Tovey 1984). 

 

Being more analytical, the left hemisphere appears wired for logical, linear processing, comfortable with 

sequential, more convergent thinking and focused on data and detail. It also controls language and 

verbal communication and where reading, writing and arithmetic are processed, making left-brain activity 

easier to demonstrate and describe. Designers tap into this side of the brain when engaged in analysis 

and reflection before proposing design solutions and when engaged in the technical development, 

resolution or execution of an idea and the management of design work.   

 

While the right hemisphere focuses on what might be considered vaguer thinking by a more left-brain 
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dominant observer, it is simply wired to process things more broadly or conceptually. Aligned with a more 

divergent thinking style, the right side fares well with simultaneous processing, focusing less on details 

and grasping concepts with incomplete information more easily, opening up pathways for exploration 

and improvisation that create conditions for ideas to thrive. Primed to look for underlying patterns and 

structures, the right side also handles all visual tasks and visual thinking, particularly where drawing is 

involved. Here graphicacy is said to be activated, a term chosen to describe the intellectual and practical 

process involved in visual thinking and drawing, much like left-sided numeracy and literacy, and deemed 

by Tovey as central to what Cross refers to as the ‘designerly way of knowing’ (Tovey 1984). The concept 

of graphicacy is discussed in more detail in the visual thinking section.   

 

Most importantly for this study is the way in which the right hemisphere operates as the more creative 

side that is aligned with creative thinking and aesthetics, as Tovey explains: 

 

Creative thinking and aesthetics are two parts of design which seem to be particularly resistant to analysis 

and description in words. For many practitioners they are intuitively realised; the idea arrives in some 

mysterious way and is felt to be right.  ... The reason for this may now be understood, for creative thinking 

depends on the right hemisphere which is mute. It does not use words, and for that reason does not go in 

for explanations and self-analysis (Tovey 1984, p.223).  

 

The notion that the right side of the brain is mute in relation to the language-controlling left side 

provides a valid reason as to why right-side dominant thinkers or creative personalities may find it 

difficult to describe their ideas or intuitive feelings for their work to non-designers. Experienced 

designers who have been able to work successfully across disciplines are examples of adaptable, highly 

creative right-side dominant thinkers with a transferrable visual vocabulary and strong design aesthetic.  

 

Tovey’s proposal of a dual processing model as a basis for designing acknowledges that the two separate 

hemispheres of the brain are not only complementary but work simultaneously or are bi-laterally active. 
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In a true negotiation, the designer tosses all the elements of the design challenge from left to right, to be 

processed by both hemispheres. The arrival at an agreement between the two sides results in the 

outcome. This dual processing or negotiation happens at both a conscious and subconscious level during 

the incubation stage. As Tovey describes, it is the culmination of that processing being the alignment of 

the two (Tovey 1984) and is yet another example of what seems like prolonged inactivity with a 

momentary stroke of insight being deeply connected to an almost entirely invisible system of thought. 

While this complex bilateral functioning of the brain is occurring, there is often less tangible evidence 

being produced by right hemisphere activity, which is naturally heightened in designers and used heavily 

in the early idea generation stage of the design process.   

 

Tovey’s model demonstrates how creative designers engage in whole-mind thinking, their capacity to be 

flexible and ability to call on different modes of thinking as needed, tapping into new thinking emerging 

at a time when neuroscience was challenging the popularised notion of a divided brain with separately 

operating hemispheres, which is now widely accepted as untrue. Prominent psychiatrist, writer and 

scholar Ian McGilchrist makes a compelling case for re-thinking not what the two hemispheres process, 

but rather how the two hemispheres process information and operate in relation to one another and the 

implications for the future in embracing this.  

 

At first it was believed that, apart from each hemisphere obviously having sensory and other motor 

responsibility for, and control of, the opposite (or ‘contralateral’) side of the body, language was the defining 

difference, the main specific task of the left hemisphere. The right hemisphere was considered to be 

essentially ‘silent’. … Both hemispheres, it is now clear, can deal with either kind of material, words or 

images, in different ways (Mcgilchrist 2010, p. 1).  

 

It appears that the language in which designers are fluent is simply a combination of the two. The 

concept of cohesion rather than division in the mind is a powerful one and if integrated ethically into 

culture has the potential to radically change how we live, work, relate to one another and experience the 
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world. Being versed in both hemispheres places designers in an interesting position to influence this.  

 

In light of my understanding of left/right or convergent/divergent thinking styles as not only 

complementary, but assimilated in whole-mind thinking, I revisit Lawson’s fluid negotiation model of the 

design process and see it in a different way. If we consider the thinking activities of analysis, synthesis 

and evaluation as aligned with the five design activities Lawson identifies with Dorst, we can begin to fill 

the negotiation space with more specific activity.  Furthermore, I consider the thinking activities of 

analysis, synthesis and evaluation as forms of convergent and divergent thinking, operating as Tovey’s 

dual processing model, and overlay the double diamond into the negotiation space, to arrive at a creative 

thinking in design process model represented by the diagram in Fig. 6 below.  

 

 

Fig. 6 - Author’s proposal for a creative thinking model of the design process 

 

Lawson suggests that ‘[t]he design process, by definition, takes place inside our heads’ (Lawson 2006), 

and, as cognitive scientists have also observed, that design has a particular ‘language of thought’. This 

implies that designers rationalise in this language cognitively in a similar way to a verbalised language 
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alongside practice, as they work through design challenges or, as we have seen, as a negotiation. This 

interesting observation of a type of design fluency is what Schön addresses as tacit knowledge in his 

theory of reflective practice which, while widely acknowledged by practitioners, is yet to be fully 

uncovered or understood in theory, as much remains stored away in the designers’ mind and only 

symbolically implied in the designer’s work, behaviour and practice.  

 

While Lawson and Dorst have contributed much to our understanding of design process, practice and 

expertise, it is Cross’ work that not only advocates for design as a discipline in its own right but dives 

deeply into design activity, behaviour and cognition, essentially exploring what he has become best 

known for, namely ‘designerly ways of knowing’. His influential book by the same title was published as a 

culmination of years of research, primarily across architecture, engineering and product design, and in 

response to a Royal College of Art study into a case for ‘Design in General Education’ that states, ‘that 

‘there are things to know, ways of knowing them’, and ways of finding out about them that are specific to 

the design area’ (Cross 2006, p. 5). He went on to assimilate this work into a book titled Design Thinking 

(2011) that put design ability and practice at the centre of the concept. This next section looks at some of 

Cross’ key concepts and discusses design ability, creative cognition in design and design expertise as a 

form of strategic knowledge.  

 

Cross defines design ability as the designer’s capacity to ‘... provide, for those who will make a new 

artefact, a description of what that artefact should be like’ (Cross 2006, p. 14). Here the designer, fluent in 

a specific design language, is primarily concerned with the creation of a design proposal in the form of a 

plan or set of specifications, usually in the form of a drawing, and/or a scaled prototype, to be provided to 

the maker. From this perspective, the proposal represents the culmination of all of a designer’s activity 

and thinking, and a concealment at the same time, prompting Cross to try to uncover how designers can 

arrive at a proposal and transfer knowledge in the way they work. Cross highlights that designers are 

often at a loss to communicate verbally or in linguistic terms, bringing right brain functionality and 

aspects of visual thinking into view, aspects that will be discussed in detail in section 2.3 of this chapter.  
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Cross draws upon what Schön refers to as a 'reflective conversation with the situation’ to explain how 

design ability is inexplicable and ‘relies fundamentally on non-verbal media of thought and 

communication. There may even be distinct limits to the amount of verbalising that we can productively 

engage in about design ability’ (Cross 2009, p.19). It becomes apparent that this inner dialogue or creative 

thinking is not only a core aspect of design ability but of design cognition, with Cross concluding that a 

key aspect of human cognition in the context of design is creative thinking.  (Cross 2006).  

His research into creative cognition in design reveals through the analysis of protocol and other 

formalised empirical studies of design activity that designers engage in three key areas of design 

thinking. These are (1) the formulation or framing of problems, (2) generation of solutions through 

exploration of concepts and alternatives, particularly through sketching, and (3) use of design process 

strategies, including opportunism or risk-taking based on intuition characteristic of expert design 

behaviour (Cross 2006). The studies do however have limitations that are acknowledged. They were 

essentially conducted as scientific experiments and in controlled situations that failed to represent the 

reality of day-to-day design practice, or tap into the important non-verbal aspects of design work and 

identified that more research was required. Cross does however call the intuitive behaviour observed in 

the experienced designers as one of the most interesting insights, and although ‘un-principled’ in theory, 

was highly appropriate and necessary for design tasks (Cross 2006).  

 

One last insight from Cross’ work relevant to this study is that strategic knowledge in creative design was 

demonstrated in articulated, tacit, personal and situated knowledge (Cross 2006). This reveals that while 

the inner workings of the designer’s mind could not be tapped into specifically, the demonstrated ability 

throughout the design tasks observed revealed that the designers were able to apply their thinking 

strategically in practice.  
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The Ideation Stage 

So far, this research has shown that designers engage in various modes of creative thinking during all 

stages of the creative process. However, this study is interested specifically in how designers think and 

work in the early ideation or conceptual stage. It is generally easier to talk about an idea once a designer 

has tangible evidence by way of a drawing, image or prototype, prompting designers to often jump to the 

development stages of the process prematurely. It appears that much of the critical creative activity that 

underpins the successful realisation of an idea generally happens in the ideation stage of the design 

process. The ideation stage this study focuses on can be classified as the Discover and Define stage of 

the double diamond process, as indicated in Fig. 7 below. 

  

Fig. 7 - Detail of the early stages of the Design Process (UK Design Council 2005) 

 
 
This early stage is commonly referred to as the most creative, imaginative and uninhibited stage. It plays 

an important role in setting the foundation for the later stages of a design project and even for ongoing 

practice. Cross acknowledges that this stage can pre-empt the setting of a design challenge or brief, 

especially client briefs, as the designer often needs to suggest possible solutions before a brief becomes 

clear, thus reinforcing the idea that ‘[t]he designer’s very first conceptualisations and representations of a 

problem and solution are therefore critical to the procedures that will follow’ (Cross 2006, pp. 16-17). 

Many experienced designers leave this conceptual stage open and active across the entire process.  
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The early stages are rarely studied in detail as they are highly conceptual and difficult for designers to 

fully explain, as researchers Jung Soo Lee and Charlotte Jirousek (2015) found out in their fashion-

focused pilot study. Here they conducted a stimuli-based experiment as part of a pilot study aimed at 

closely observing and recording the early apparel design process of one design professional in detail. 

They discuss the important aspect of concept development in this early stage and how 'small 

concepts' are connected to the designer's mind and/or idea sketches (Lee & Jirousek 2015). They were 

able to correlate the designer's observed and explained actions to the general design elements and 

principals of the design process. However, similarly to Cross' research, gaps remained in understanding 

the designer's intuitive application of their skills in practice. Furthermore, the experiment was conducted 

in a controlled environment with the designer cut off from exposure to inspirations other than that 

provided for the isolated design task. In setting these conditions, this study fails to take into account real, 

messy, inspiration rich and disruptive day-to-day creative environment of the designer working in 

practice, that the findings in Chapter 4 of this study reveal to be both important creative stimuli and 

challenging aspects of idea generation. 

 

Conclusion  

While there is some initial understanding of the way in which designers think and work creatively, there 

has been more emphasis placed on understanding the design process. There is still a gap in 

understanding the more intuitive sensory and experiential nature of the designer as a person engaged in 

the process and real-world experience, particularly in the early conceptual ideation stage. While 

researchers to date, particularly in the field of industrial design engineering, have contributed much to 

the initial investigation into designerly ways of knowing, further engagement with experienced designers 

and integration of design research with professional practice across a variety of fields may see significant 

pathways emerge. This industry-facing study is an attempt to address this and understand the multi-

faceted nature and potential of the designer and how their creative thinking ultimately drives the design 

process.  
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2.2 REFLECTIVE PRACTICE  
Reflective Practice was the methodological framework chosen for this study as it is based on how 

professionals think in action. It was developed by influential philosopher and professor in urban planning 

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Donald Schön (1983) and has been widely adopted across 

many research and professional fields. Reflective practice is a popular conceptual framework in art and 

design research as it considers creative practice a form of research and, more importantly, it 

acknowledges the knowledge-driven thoughts and actions of the practitioner. For this reason, it was 

referenced several times in the previous chapter, as it has become known as a key theoretical framework 

in understanding professional design practice.  

 

This section looks at reflective practice more closely, providing a literature review of the term since it 

was coined by Schön. By acknowledging Schön’s legacy, particularly his founding concepts, I open up the 

discussion on how they relate to design practice, and how the concepts have remained relevant and even 

expanded on in more recent research.  

 

Schön’s Legacy  

Throughout his career and in his seminal work The Reflective Practitioner, Schön set out to understand the 

relationship between knowledge honoured in academia and competence valued in professional practice. 

This revealed a gap between the (hard) knowledge of science and scholarship, and the (soft) knowledge 

of artistry and opinion, which he refers to as ‘the dilemma of rigour or relevance of professional practice’ 

and became the main inquiry of his work. (Schön 1983) His concepts are widely adopted across many 

professions as they demonstrate how competent practitioners usually know more than they can explain 

and embody a form of knowing in practice, or tacit knowledge, that is, knowledge understood or implied 

without being stated. Being aware of and harnessing the power of this knowledge through reflective 

thought lies at the heart of reflective practice.  
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Schön frames the role and responsibilities of any particular professional as not only having a grasp of 

knowledge of their field and a practical skillset but also in navigating the day-to-day social, economic 

and cultural contexts of their field or industry. This need for adaptability leads to highly personalised and 

situational approaches to professional work that draws on the individual’s accumulated knowledge and 

experience. Over time, the professional builds up a certain type of artistry and their own way of 

combining their knowledge and skills to tackle challenges faced in practice. In the case of design 

professionals, evidence of this artistry or personal approach to practice can be seen captured in the 

visual journal, as this study will reveal.  

 

Schön drew on the work of influential philosopher, psychologist and educational reformer John Dewey to 

form an often-overlooked philosophical base for his concepts, as pointed out by contemporary researcher 

Sabine Ammon. Ammon also discusses how Schön’s work presents design as a knowledge-producing 

activity that could help define design as a discipline (Ammon 2015). 

 

Dewey wrote about the importance of reflective thought in his now timeless book How We Think (1988) 

where he described reflective thinking as a consecutive process that involves suspending judgement, 

questioning beliefs and embracing uncertainty to verify or create new links or viewpoints (Dewey 1988). 

Schön took Dewey’s notion of reflective thinking out of the mind and showed how it is an outwardly-

expressed active thinking process, and a critical yet overlooked part of professional practice.  

 

Schön championed knowledge generated through practice and was very critical of technical 

rationality and the way in which it has widely influenced how professions are taught and perceived. 

Technical rationality with roots in Positivism was established in the 19th Century and promoted the idea 

of human progress being achieved by harnessing science-based approaches to create technology for the 

advancement of humanity (Schön 1983). Schön pointed out that within this system of science and 

information-based learning a wide set of variables often faced in practice were being missed entirely. 

These variables included complexity, uncertainty, instability uniqueness and value conflict, rendering the 
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model of technical rationality ‘… incomplete as it fails to address practical competence in divergent 

situations’ (Schön 1983, p. 49). At the time, and arguably still today, the general description of rigorous 

professional knowledge tended to exclude the more intuitive ways in which professionals tackle these 

variables that are central to professional practice. Instead, Schön drew attention to the intuitive aspects 

of professional practice, and the professional’s knowing-in-action, to build his main concept of reflective 

practice that is reflection-in-action.  

 

Reflection-In-Action 

When we go about the spontaneous, intuitive performance of the actions of everyday life we show 

ourselves to be knowledgeable in a special way. Often, we cannot say what it is that we know. When we try 

to describe it, we find ourselves at a loss, or we produce descriptions that are obviously inappropriate. Our 

knowing is ordinarily tacit, implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with which we are 

dealing. It seems right to say that our knowing is in our action. Similarly, the workday life of the 

professional depends on tacit knowing-in-action (Schön 1983, p. 49).  

 

Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action refers to the professional’s awareness and application of their 

tacit, or informal knowledge. Scientist and philosopher Michael Polanyi (1983) originally defined tacit 

knowledge as ‘tacit knowing’, implying an active type of knowledge that is a type of knowing-how and 

knowing-what. Exploring the fact that ‘we know more than we can tell’, Polanyi set out to determine a 

structure for this type of intuitive knowing that he describes as a combination of both intellectual and 

practical knowing, and an ‘outcome of an active shaping of experience performed in the pursuit of 

knowledge’ (Polanyi 1983, p. 6). While Polanyi explored the deeper aspects of tacit knowing, tacit 

knowledge, as adopted and demonstrated in professional practice by Schön, is essentially a form of 

personal knowledge gained through experience that is unique to the individual and often difficult to 

articulate.  
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This kind of everyday know-how or tacit knowledge can be likened to a habit or ingrained behaviour that 

is activated in certain situations. In the case of design practice, this could be designers noticing or 

responding to colour, shape, form, material, fit, usability of products, spaces, places or interfaces. One 

example is a fashion designer’s use of colour, pattern and/or form to emphasise or de-emphasise areas of 

the body in their designs, another is a furniture designer selecting a particular type of material that is 

both hardwearing for use, yet malleable enough in the make process to explore new forms of outdoor 

furniture.  

 

It is this intuitive active pursuit of knowledge that shapes the design professional’s response to a 

situation and/or project at hand and drives the direction of their work.  Using their hard knowledge as the 

departure point for their work design professionals draw upon and develop their tacit or soft knowledge 

and skills on a day-to-day basis in order to create. It is the harnessing of soft skills in practice that fills 

the space between the knowledge and the outcome. The know-how is in the action, where knowledge is 

transformed toward an outcome. The diagram in Fig. 8 is a representation of this transformative 

reflective process. 

 

Fig. 8 - Author’s diagram representing the transformative activity in the reflective practice process 
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Therefore, the transformative activity that happens throughout the creative thinking model of the design 

process from design brief (knowledge) to outcome (proposal), as discussed in the previous chapter, is 

essentially reflection-in-action, that is, the application of acquired knowledge and skills in practice, for 

practice.  

 

In addition to this, Schön’s secondary concept of reflection-on-action, is a smaller but still important 

aspect of reflective practice as it focuses on learning from recently acquired experience. It is a more 

conscious type of reflection and only slightly removed from the situation. Here the practitioner can step 

outside the making to reflect on the moment, rather than from within it. It provides a different 

perspective and a slightly broader, while still intimate, lens for reflection, as opposed to reflection-in-

action, which tends to be more subconscious and in the making moment.  

 

The Creative Feedback Loop in Design 

While reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action are Schön’s main concepts, the most relevant aspect 

of reflective practice in design would be what he refers to as the feedback loop, or the creative feedback 

loop in design, which essentially underpins design practice, and the designer’s ability to reach a level of 

artistry in their field.  

It is in the process of reflection-in-action that professionals find themselves in what Schön refers to as ‘a 

conversation with the materials of a situation’ and uses an example of an architect at work to 

demonstrate how reflective practice plays out in design practice. It is here that the process of navigating 

potential solutions to a design is demonstrated to be a reflective process, and one that reads as a 

conversation with what came before, what currently exists and where to next, all of which is shaped by a 

series of ‘moves’ by the designer. These moves, or design decisions, are determined by the designer's level 

of experience and knowledge at that given moment. The design that emerges represents the reflective 

conversation, as Schön explains:   
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A designer makes things. Sometimes he makes the final product; more often he makes a representation – a 

plan, program, or image – of an artefact to be constructed by others. He works in particular situations, uses 

particular materials and employs a distinctive medium and language. ... In a good process of design, this 

conversation with the situation is reflective. In answer to the situation’s back-talk, the designer reflects-in-

action on the construction of the problem, strategies of action or the model often of the phenomena, which 

have been implicit in his moves (Schön 1983, pp. 78-79). 

 

In his design example, an architect and student work through a design where the architect demonstrates 

his knowledge and artistry while helping the student resolve a design problem. The architect uses 

drawing and conversation to explain concepts, and help the student modify the design. Schön observes 

here that ‘Drawing and talking are parallel ways of designing, and together make up what I call the 

language of designing. The verbal and non-verbal dimensions are closely connected’ (Schön 1983, pp. 80-

81). This interplay of visual and verbal language is central to design practice and a core aspect of 

creative communication, which is discussed in detail in the next section of this chapter.  

 

The drawing is the representation of the thinking and in this case the discussion.  While this is an 

example of a learning situation, what this study has revealed is that the more experience and confidence 

the designer has in their design language and drawing in particular, the more obscure or undecipherable 

their design language tends to become, with much of their ideation drawings and notes becoming 

increasingly mnemonic and less detailed over time. This is evident in the findings in this study and is 

also why the visual journal can be considered a representation of the designer’s conversation with their 

materials. 

 

The conversation that takes place between a designer and the materials of a situation is highly dynamic 

with a number of consecutive processes taking place. Schön highlights that it is in the framing and re-

framing of the problem within this conversation that the designer can look at a situation from different 

perspectives to see alternative solutions, or ways forward, both familiar and new (Schön, 1983, pp. 309-

15). The concept of framing is important as it sets parameters and gives focus to the situation or problem 
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at hand as the practitioner seeks to both understand and change it. Based on a particular view or frame, 

the designer’s moves demonstrate a web of complex thought. The moves represent the action while the 

pauses to listen to the ‘back-talk’ or repercussions of the moves represent the reflection. While the moves 

provide visible representation of progress, it is the reflection that keeps the conversation alive and 

evolving and that is how the feedback loop is created.  Essentially, the thought drives the action and 

powers the practice. There is a freedom in engaging in this kind of conversation and feedback loop that 

allows the designer to embrace uncertainty and be in an open situation where ideas can flourish. 

Designers are comfortable in this space as they often find themselves in these material conversations 

throughout all stages of the design process, especially early on, when they are navigating possibilities 

and situational constraints in order to realise their ideas.  

 

Designers repeatedly engage in rounds of convergent and divergent thinking testing strategies and ideas 

before pursuing a single direction. Over time, and with practice and exposure to a variety of projects, they 

very quickly become skilled at switching between bigger picture and detailed thinking in the early stages 

in order to land on the best idea to pursue. This switching can often look effortless, or even be 

completely concealed, as the findings of this study reveal. And while this conversation happens almost 

instinctively for most experienced design professionals, many rarely take the time to question or reflect 

on this intuitive and somewhat automatic process to sensor check their thinking or professional conduct 

or performance.  

 
The feedback loop also provides a playground for much on-the-spot experimentation and the testing of 

ideas and thinking. This type of experimentation differs from scientific experimentation due to the 

amount of ‘uncontrollable’ conditions and the practitioner’s ability and willingness to take that risk and 

work with unknowns. The main principle here is not to prove or disprove, but to explore possibilities and 

ask, 'What if?' Schön refers to this as explorative experimentation, that is, ‘the probing, playful activity by 

which we get a feel for things. It succeeds when it leads to the discovery of something there’ (Schön 

1983, p. 145). This type of experimentation is creative and sensory by nature and goes beyond mere 
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improvisation as the practitioner sets out to explore through understanding. This sensory and intuitive 

approach to 'get a feel for things' while exploring ideas is more pronounced in experienced designers and 

is demonstrated in the findings of this study. 

 

The acceptance of uncontrollable situations and being able to work with gaps in structure demonstrate 

the designer’s ability to operate in both real and conceptual worlds, especially through drawing. As 

Schön points out, ‘Because the drawing reveals qualities and relations unimagined beforehand, moves 

can function as experiments.  … The designer can slow down, to think about what he is doing.  ….  Moves 

that would be costly in the built world can be tried at little or no risk in the world of a drawing’ (Schön 

1983, p. 157).  

 

The drawing board is therefore an ideal testing zone for a project or design. A competent and 

experienced designer is skilled enough to know the limits of the medium and able to take into account 

what they can expect to face in real life as they work through their ideas through the drawing. According 

to Schön, drawing and constructing virtual worlds is what mostly facilitates the capacity for reflection-in-

action. It is also tangible evidence of creative thinking-in-action, which is precisely what this study tries 

to capture in its analysis of visual journals. Perhaps the popular phrase of ‘going back to the drawing 

board’ is in light of the above an indication that not enough time was spent there to begin with. The 

importance of drawing in the creative design process will be explored in more detail in the next section 

of this chapter.  

 

Experience, Repertoire and Artistry-in-Action 

Constant engagement in the creative feedback loop allows the designer to build up a repertoire, 

acknowledging similarities and differences in situations, identifying knowledge gaps and seeking to fill 

them.  ‘The artistry of the practitioner … hinges on the range and variety of the repertoire that he brings 

to unfamiliar situations. Because he is able to see these elements of his repertoire, he is able to make 

sense of their uniqueness and need not reduce them to instances of standard categories’ (Schön 1983, p. 
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138). This leads to a constant stream of new challenges and, if the situation has the right amount of 

familiarity and newness, which often happens in creative practice as designers work through ideas, it can 

lead to a steady state of creative flow, as discussed in the previous section.  

 

Schön also explains that as a practice accumulates, the familiarity of a situation combined with repetitive 

exposure and the honing of skills, leads to artistry. Hence focusing on developing a rigorous reflective 

practice at critical points of a professional career is necessary in order to achieve artistry and a certain 

level of mastery.  The diagram in Fig. 9 demonstrates the general stages of a professional career with a 

correlation to developing a reflective practice.   

 

 

Fig. 9 - Author’s diagram of the stages of professional experience and reflective practice 

 

It is in the latter stages of a professional career, where the practitioner has accumulated wide-ranging 

experience and deep knowledge, that true awareness and a strong reflective practice can emerge. This 

keeps the professional evolving towards a level of mastery and position of prominence where Big-C 

creativity, as described in the previous chapter, generally occurs.  
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It can be said that experienced design practitioners demonstrate an individual type of artistry-in-action 

by the way in which they engage in the creative feedback loop. Navigating complex and uncertain 

situations requires an understanding of the situation at a given moment, as each situation is unique and 

has its own context. Schön describes this as a type of ‘skillful performance’ (Schön 1983, p. 50).  

 

As shown in the previous section and revealed in the findings, the most successful experienced designers 

and creative practitioners are those who have reached a level of artistry by challenging their own work, 

thoughts and assumptions and by engaging in reflective practice, whether they are aware of it or not. In 

challenging and reflecting on their work, the practitioner assumes the position of both spectator and 

manipulator. Operating from multiple perspectives, they put themselves both in and outside the situation, 

and through participation and observation they seek to understand and actively transform the situation 

and the work at the same time.  

 

Schön and many who have adopted his concepts also describe professional practice as a kind of research, 

where knowing and doing are employed simultaneously, or theory and practice merge to explore a 

situation and resolve it (Schön 1983). From this perspective, the reflective professional is effectively an 

experienced researcher-in-practice. Unbound by technical rationality, or confined to theory, the very act of 

thinking through doing and working in a state of uncertainty and ambiguity through practice in order to 

arrive at a possible solution or outcome is seen as a rigorous act of inquiry or research. It is for this 

reason that the reflective practice framework is widely used in art and design practice-based research.  

 

Beyond Schön 

Schön’s seminal work has been widely supported in research and since its introduction in the early 1980s 

it has been adopted across many professions in practice, particularly nursing, social work and education. 

While it has been widely adopted, there are some gaps, or rather areas for expansion of his concepts that 

more recent scholars have identified and addressed.  Schön’s concepts of reflection (IN) and (ON) action 
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provided a general framework for reflection in a past and present tense, but it was the expansion of his 

concepts by Joellen P. Killion and Guy R. Todnem (1991) to include ‘reflection-for-action’ in a learning 

context that provided not only a more rounded view of the reflective process but one that is also 

anticipatory or future-focused. ‘Reflection-for-action is the desired outcome of both previous types of 

reflection. We undertake both previous types of reflection, not so much to revisit the past or to become 

aware of the metacognitive process one is experiencing, but to guide future action’ (Killion & Todnem 

1991, p. 15). Researcher and emerging technologies developer John Cowan (2006) also endorses the need 

for this third type of reflection in a learning environment, as it ‘establishes goals for subsequent learning, 

or development, by identifying the needs, aspirations and objectives which will subsequently be 

prominent in the learner’s mind’ (Cowan 2006). Cowan arrived at this conclusion by incorporating aspects 

of educational theorist David Klob’s experimental learning cycle that is derived from how learning from 

experience happens.  

In the reflection-for-action stage, the viewpoint is further removed from the situation than reflection-on-

action and moves towards planning and thinking before re-engaging in practice. It can be seen as a 

closing of the loop in the cycle of reflection, making it more rounded and purposeful. Fig. 10 

demonstrates the three reflective actions and their relationship, as explained in the widely-referenced art 

and design research reference book Visualising Research by Carole Gray and Julian Malins (2004). Here, the 

authors state that Cowan’s looped interpretation of the reflection process represents a ‘dynamic and 

recursive reflection process which relates to Klob’s experimental learning cycle’ (Gray & Malins 2004). My 

annotated observations on the cycles of (ON) (IN) and (FOR) reflection take into account how past 

content, present practice and future contexts relate to those cycles.   
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Fig. 10 - Reflection-for-action as a looping process (Gray & Malins, 2004, p. 57), with author’s annotation 

 

Sue and Neil Thompson (2018) also acknowledged the (ON) (IN) (FOR) reflective practice framework in 

their recent work, The Critically Reflective Practitioner, which is discussed later. They place (FOR) as a 

starting point or precursor to the process, as shown in Fig. 11.   

   
Fig. 11 - Diagram of Reflective Practice (S & N Thompson 2018, p. 12), with annotation 

 

The addition of reflection-for-action to Schön’s original reflective practice framework is a particularly 

relevant stage of reflection to consider in the context of creative practice and in this study. It can be seen 

as representative of the early research or brief setting and ideation phase of the creative process, where 
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the creative practitioner engages in gathering research, materials and any type of stimulating material, 

including past work and experience, not only in preparation for the work or creative practice, but as a way 

of clarifying future action and creating a constant point of reference throughout.  

 

In her recently published work The Creative Reflective Practitioner (2020), writer, researcher and creative 

practitioner Linda Candy also explores the concepts of reflective practice, including reflection-for-action, 

in relation to creative practice. Candy acknowledges reflection-for-action as an integral part of creative 

reflective practice and just one of the many aspects of the creative process designers and artists share. 

She states, ‘Reflection-for-action is a regular feature of designer practice and an area of close similarity 

between art and design especially where projects are of a larger scale and include requirements to meet 

public needs whether as prospective customers or audiences’ (Candy 2020, p. 53). Candy draws further 

attention to this important stage that is aligned not only to the end of a project, but to its very 

beginnings and throughout, suggesting it sets up a continual and deliberate rational type of thought 

pattern.  

While these more sequential models are useful in teaching and understanding the general stages of the 

reflective practice framework, it is more realistic to consider the sequence as an overlapping cycle of 

experience. Fig. 12 is a proposal for a more holistic and integrated representation of the reflection-(ON)-

(IN)-(FOR) cycle that occurs in creative practice, where each phase of reflection occurs interdependently 

with knowledge gained or transferred between each phase stored in the practitioner’s mind, both 

consciously and subconsciously, ready to be drawn upon in action. This is why the (IN) section takes 

precedence in the diagram, as it represents the creative process. Arrows are used to indicate the 

interaction of the three stages and the transition from one type of reflection to another throughout the 

creative process. 
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Fig. 12 - Author’s diagram representing the reflection-ON-IN-FOR-action cycle of experience in creative practice 

 

Reflective Creative Practice  

Candy’s work is particularly relevant to this study as it offers a view of creative practice from the inside 

out, revealing how creative reflective practice is both valuable and distinctive (Candy 2019). Through 

evidence gathered via interviews and observational studies of 30 interdisciplinary creative practitioners, 

including researchers across various fields in art, science, technology and design, Candy demonstrates the 

relevance and importance of the reflective practice framework in contemporary creative practice. This 

includes digitally amplified practice that has undoubtedly changed all professions over the last few 

decades, or since Schön’s original concepts.  

 

‘By listening to those on the front line of creative practice, it soon becomes evident that having a 

reflective mindset is at the heart of creativity whether in professional, individual, collaborative, digital or 

research situations of practice’ (Candy 2019, p. 11). Many aspects of this study, while small in comparison, 

correlate to Candy’s, including the unravelling of the complexity and unique personal nature of the 

creative process, the importance of the early stages of the creative process where intention setting and 

idea generation occur, the use of visual journals as part of the reflective process, how creative thinking is 

a form of strategic thinking in the creative reflective process and the impact of digital technology on 

creative practice today.  
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Early on in her book, she makes a point of distinguishing between professional practice and creative 

practice through the purpose and manner in which the practice in undertaken, explaining ‘It is the 

context - the situation of practice - that influences the nature of reflection in practice, whether working 

alone or collaboratively’ (Candy 2019, p. 1). While the majority of her interviewees were inclined to have 

an artistic practice at the core of their interdisciplinary work, the relevance to design is still very strong 

and supported by the findings of this study, as the creative aspects of her work are central and unifying.  

 

Creating ‘things’ (in the broadest sense of the word) is the core activity around which many others take 

place. The creative process also includes reading inspiring books, and exploring the potential of new 

materials and tools, as well as talking with other people who are directly or indirectly involved in the work 

either in a formal collaboration or in casual encounters. … Ideas spring from multiple sources, all of which 

are widely available to anyone. However, it is being highly alert to the potential of this material and 

working closely to exploit its properties in a novel way that sets the creative practitioner apart (Candy 2019, 

pp. 2-3). 

 

 Her explanation of the creative process with a focus on the peripheral activity exposes aspects of the 

process that individually surround and support the central activity of creating the work. 

 

Throughout her work, Candy demonstrates how creative and reflective practice are interconnected 

throughout the entire creative process. She expands on Schön’s original concepts to identify five forms of 

reflection that occur during creative reflective practice. These are: (1) Reflection-for-action, as described 

earlier as mainly involving preparing and planning for action, (2) Reflection-in-the-making-moment, that 

is characterised by encountering problems or external blocks to momentum in the make process or 

during creative flow, (3) Non-Reflection, that includes time spent in creative flow, where thinking and 

doing are no longer separate (4) Reflection-at-a-distance, that takes place further along the process 

where different viewpoints and external responses to the work are considered, and (5) Reflection-on-

surprise, that involves external input being considered as it is encountered (Candy 2019).  
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Her expansion of the stages or moments of reflection demonstrate the complex and multi-faceted nature 

of the creative process and its continual evolution, as shown in Fig. 13. 

 

 
 

Fig. 13 - Author’s diagram interpreting Linda Candy's five forms of reflective practice 

 
 
The inclusion of Non-Reflection is important to note as it exposes the pure creative activity that is 

central to creative reflective practice. This intuitive action, which is part conscious yet mostly 

subconscious and represents a total immersion in the act of creating or the flow state, is what many 

creative practitioners find easy to engage in, yet difficult to describe. Reflection-in-Action is still central 

to creative reflective practice as it represents the creative process. Reflection-in-Action relies on the 

activity in the Non-Reflection space in order to emerge as a space for observable evidence of the creative 

process. This is where a pathway to a better understanding of how we create opens up and what this 

study pursues.  
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Candy’s expansion of the stages of reflection also demonstrate the consequential and cumulative nature 

of reflective thought, and another reason for a cyclical representation of the process in the proposed 

diagrams. Creative reflective practice lives within this ongoing or consequential action of creation and 

reflection.  

 

Candy also makes an important point about the thinking process at the heart of creative reflective 

practice, a point that references Schön’s ideas in stating, ‘reflection is the fundamental element of 

strategic thinking and a word that is always accompanied by another - action’ (Candy 2019, p. 17). To 

acknowledge reflective thought as strategic as a result of being linked to practice (or action) is to 

acknowledge the creative practitioner as a strategist armed with intention and the ability to deliver an 

outcome. This is a concept the practitioner often knows within, yet it is not widely acknowledged from 

the outside. The thinking and the doing are uniquely connected in creative work and it is through the 

continual process of reflection that ideas and creative activity are guided toward outcomes. The fact that 

this process is difficult to see or understand in definitive terms should not necessarily devalue it.  

 

While creative practitioners may strategise internally and find their work easier to do than to describe, it 

is intrinsically understood in the practitioner’s mind as it is evolving, meaning the intention for the work 

is clear even though the work is incomplete and in progress. This is why it is difficult for creative 

practitioners to explain with certainty ahead of time where the work will land but can often articulate 

where they find themselves and what they are attempting to do.  

 

In creative practice, it is perhaps more accurate to think of ‘intention’ as an initial, often vague or loosely 

conceived aim, goal or objective that evolves as a result of unplanned changes of direction. Intention may in 

that way actually reside in the thoughts, perceptions and feeling that emerge unanticipated from the 

process itself almost as if by accident (Candy 2019, pp. 5-6).  

 

This accurate account of the creative practitioner’s relationship with ideas and intention is strongly 
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supported by the findings in this study. It reinforces the fact that creative practitioners are comfortable 

with the exploratory and ambiguous nature of creative practice. It also serves as another way of 

explaining the idea of the ‘creative leap’ or ‘moment of creative insight’, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, that seems to emerge almost as if by accident, where really the leap or moment was guided by 

an idea, vision, desire or curiosity to investigate. The reference to a rich inner world of thoughts, 

perceptions and feelings in Candy’s description is however not an accident; rather, it is precisely from 

where the insight emerges.  Here Candy provides a deeply human response to creative work as intended, 

from the inside out, where even apparent accidents are carefully considered. 

 

Another highly relevant insight Candy shares in her work is the acknowledgement of the practitioner’s 

voice in personal diaries, where records of daily acts, events and thoughts are captured. From 

observations of the diaries of artists and scientists as part of an art program at the Calouste Gulbenkian 

Foundation in Lisbon, Candy notes, ‘The diaries provide evidence of risk taking, insatiable curiosity and 

unapologetic pragmatism as well as the entrepreneurial spirit that drives many artists today in search for 

survival in a competitive world’ (Candy 2019, p. 7). 

 

While Candy refers to these as diaries as opposed to visual journals, they are similar and represent the 

inner world of the creative practitioner, providing evidence of the crossover between creative life and 

practice, another key theme in the findings of this study.  

 

Combining commentary with first person accounts gives the reader signposts into creative thinking and 

making that might otherwise be tacit. Diaries that record everyday events and ideas provide a sense of 

immediacy that only such journaling can convey. At the same time, they can be fragmentary and partial in a 

way that systemic field studies would try to avoid. Taken together, firsthand, first person narratives are 

witness to the everyday thinking and actions of the practitioner. They are the primary sources from which 

researchers and historians can draw out patterns and events as they attempt to situate the observations in 

real practitioner experience (Candy 2019, p. 8).  
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Candy’s work is a confirmation of the methods used in this study as a means of tapping into and 

understanding the creative thinking that often goes unaccounted for in professional practice.  

 

Candy encourages practitioners to become more aware of what has been described earlier as artistry-in-

action, where the creative practitioner's voice clearly speaks, beyond verbalised language and engaged in 

conversation with the materials of the situation. It is in looking at evidence of where this voice lies and 

allowing it to be seen and heard that a true understanding of how creative professionals think and work 

can begin to emerge. Exposing and drawing on this ability to work within a given moment and construct 

and reconstruct the situations of practice gives creative practitioners not only a unique perspective, but 

knowledge and power to effect change. Re-establishing a balance between the artistry, or tacit aspects of 

professional practice, alongside the rational aspects and giving a voice to both can lead to a more 

balanced intellectual and practical approach to finding solutions for the positive transformational 

change that is needed today.  

 

Candy also addresses the impact of technology on creative practice, an impact that is only gaining in 

prominence. Technology has become more than a facilitator of practice, it is an amplifier and integral 

part of it. Candy identifies four different types of amplification or roles that digital technology plays, 

namely, tool, mediator, medium and partner, all of which produce different conditions for reflection and 

enhancement of practice, revealing varying levels of use, reliance, integration and practitioner control. It 

appears that the more technology is integrated into practice, the more it becomes humanised.  

 

Candy also addresses the impact technology has had on our thinking and how subsequent behaviours 

and actions have been altered as a result of testing the limits of digital technology.  

 

We have extended the meaning of the word ‘think’ because our notions of thinking have changed as a result 

of our experience of what computers can now do. … We have become accustomed not only to ‘thinking’ 

digital technologies, but talking, listening, sensing forecasting and even creating ones (Candy 2019, p. 180).  
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Considering the entire creative process of the practitioners profiled, she acknowledges the process of 

reflection as an important aspect in the application and integration of digital technology in creative 

practice. As digital technology is integrated, the practitioner reflects on its use, effectiveness, suitability 

and impact or value to the process, idea and/or eventual work. It is but another input to consider, tool to 

use, medium to form or even partner to collaborate with in the creative process.  

 

The Critically Reflective Practitioner   

While Candy expands on Schön’s concepts applied in a contemporary creative context, Sue and Neil 

Thompson, with backgrounds in education and social work, also identify areas for expansion of Schön’s 

concepts in professional practice today. In their recent work The Critically Reflective Practitioner (2016), 

they argue that when critical reflection is incorporated, reflective practice has the potential to provide 

‘perspective transformation’ (S. & N. Thompson 2016). This is a concept based on the idea of ‘reflective-

change-action’ that sociologist Jack Mezirow (1991) developed in his theory of transformative learning 

for adults, where perspective transformation encourages the development of different and more 

complete understandings of a situation through the process of critical reflection (Mezirow 1991). 

What is relevant to this study is how Thompson and Thompson emphasise the importance of the 

cognitive or ‘thinking’ aspects of reflection. While Schön speaks generally about the thinking or ‘tacit 

knowing’ that takes place during reflective practice, he alludes more to what is known or thought rather 

than how, or by what means, it is known or thought. Thompson and Thompson dive deeper and call out 

mindful, analytical and creative thinking as three types of thinking activated in the process of reflection 

(Thompson & Thompson 2016).  

These three modes of thinking deviate from routine thinking or taking familiar viewpoints, are 

characteristic of creative thinking, and render reflective practice, from this point of view, a form of 

creative thinking. They also propose a thinking model for reflection based on analytical, creative and 
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critical thinking that support and reinforce each other, as demonstrated in Fig. 14. 

 

 
 

Fig. 14 - Three types of thinking in reflective practice (S. & N. Thompson, 2016, p. 34), with author’s annotation 

 

These three types of thinking can be correlated to the three phases of reflection. Analytical thinking can 

be associated with reflection-on-action, where outcomes or information generated by the practice are 

generally reviewed. Critical thinking makes up a large part of reflection-for-action, where thinking is 

generally unrestricted and possibilities and opportunities for practice are explored and decided upon, 

leaving creative thinking to align with reflection-in-action, which is ‘live’ thinking in the making moment 

and could be considered a combination of the three activated in practice.  

Fig. 15 shows how this thinking correlates to the stages of reflection and brings together the various 

concepts of reflective practice discussed in this section. 
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Fig. 15 - Author’s proposal for types of thinking in the creative reflective practice model 

 

One last relevant point in S. and N. Thompson’s review of reflective practice is the need for various 

contexts of reflective practice. They cite David Clutterbuck’s argument for what he describes as ‘the 

creation of a reflective space - time to focus on thinking, understanding and learning instead of doing', 

adding, ‘Reflective space is important at three levels: personal (quiet thinking time on one’s own); dyadic 

(one-to-one) and as a group or team’ (Clutterbuck in S. & N. Thompson 2016, p. 49).  The overlapping of 

the (ON) and (FOR) spheres in the diagram indicate time pressure, which varies for many design 

practitioners, especially in the fashion and textile field, as there is rarely any downtime or a chance to 

pause between projects or ranges.  

Finding much-needed time and space to think is a challenge across most creative professions and 

echoed in the findings of this study. Given the personal nature of creative work and among increasing 

time pressures and expectations of outcomes, it is particularly important to carve out reflective spaces in 

creative practice as it is in these reflective spaces that creativity thrives. Periodically stepping back from 
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the doing accelerates and enhances its effectiveness, giving practitioners a moment to either re-orientate 

or proceed with intention. It also opens up opportunity for self-awareness, professional development and 

improved capacity for collaboration, characteristics that are also reflected in the findings of this study.  

 

Conclusion 

This literature review shows the adoption, exploration and expansion of Schön’s original concepts and 

how the reflective practice framework is an intrinsic part of creative professional practice; it also shows 

the importance of acknowledging the creative thinking that drives action and powers practice. In 

addition, when creative reflective practice is aligned with the transformational dimension of critical 

thinking, a powerful framework for fostering creativity, purposeful design and change can emerge, as 

several of the designers interviewed demonstrate in the research findings Chapter 4.  
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2.3 VISUAL THINKING 
Visual thinking makes up a large part of the creative practitioner’s skill set.  The act of visualising in 

creative practice relies on heightened skills of perception to transform imagery in the mind and attach 

meaning that the practitioner then aims to express in their work, particularly in the early idea-generating 

phase. Visual thinking is an important concept to understand in the context of this study as the analysis 

of the personal journals conducted looks for evidence of visual thinking.  

This section addresses the notion that designers and artists are often considered ‘visual thinkers’ and, 

contrary to what the name suggests, demonstrate a capacity to think in both words and pictures. As we 

have seen in the earlier chapter on creative practice, this requires using both the left and right 

hemispheres of the brain, making designers and artists both visuospatial and verbal. This ability to 

engage the whole brain when processing and responding to visual information is an essential and 

defining part of being a creative practitioner.  

The ability to be literate and proficient in both hemispheres of the brain simultaneously challenges the 

very notion of how we can value, define and teach core intellectual competencies. This chapter explores 

what it means to be a visual thinker and what part visual thinking plays in the creative design process, 

with a particular look at drawing.  

 

Graphicacy 

As suggested by Tovey in the previous chapter, graphicacy is considered by many to be one of most 

important intellectual and practical processes involved in visual thinking and drawing, and central to 

how designers think and work. It was first coined in the 1960s as a skill required for dealing with visual 

communication and defined as the ability to communicate using still visual images, such as graphs, maps 

and drawings (Danos & Norman 2011). Many educators advocate for the teaching and development of 

graphicacy in schools, particularly in early education, considering it a form of communication and means 
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of expression alongside literacy, articulacy and numeracy. Geographer William G. V. Balchin argued back in 

the early 1970s that graphicacy should be taught alongside these subjects as a way of fully developing 

learning curriculums in line with the four main aspects of intelligence psychologists had identified, 

namely, spatial ability, oral language, written communication and mathematics (Balchin 1972). 

In a more contemporary review of research on graphicacy, in particular the development of the skill in 

children, researchers Xenia Danos and Eddie Norman suggest past research has highlighted the 

importance of visual communication in several fields, including the sciences, mathematics, geography, art 

and design, because it is versatile and multi-disciplinary. They also suggest that one of the biggest gaps 

in research to date on graphicacy, which they acknowledge has not moved far since the 1970s, is the lack 

of understanding and clarity as to where the natural talent lies, and when the nurturing of talent takes 

over (Danos & Norman 2011). In the context of this study, the alignment of these findings to that of 

creativity research such as Piirto’s, as discussed in an earlier chapter, is hard to ignore. Both areas of 

research advocate the need to foster creative and visual thinking skills not only in children at an early 

educational level but right through to adults working creatively in professional contexts.  

The arguments here also align with Nigel Cross’ (2006) call for design to be taught as a discipline in 

schools, where he acknowledges this visuospatial language as an important part of how we see, 

understand, learn and communicate. In an article in support of developing drawing skills, early childhood 

education specialist Angela Anning outlines the need for more research and attention to drawing and 

graphicacy as part of early childhood development. ‘Drawing and the processes by which they are made 

gives a window on children’s cognitive processing which can be as informative as studying their 

language’ (Anning 1997). She draws reference to how drawing is used instinctively by children and 

designers alike to ‘converse with themselves’ when generating ideas (Anning, 1997), much like Schön’s 

description of having a conversation with the materials of a situation. Referring to prominent researchers 

in art and design, she gives examples from professional practice across design, technology and art, and 

how these predominantly non-verbal disciplines tap into different cognitive processes as a means of 

generating ideas and concepts and being able to communicate them. 
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Visual Thinking in Design 

Visual thinking can be understood as a form of perception or awareness through seeing. It also has a 

strong connection to reflective practice in design. Throughout his book, Visual Thinking for Design, 

information visualisation expert Colin Ware discusses the notion of ‘active vision’ as a dynamic process of 

perception underpinning much of the visual thinking that takes place in the graphic design process (Ware 

2008). It appears that, much like reflective practice, this dynamic process occurs consciously and 

subconsciously and with awareness can become part of the designer’s repertoire in enhancing their 

practice. He describes active vision as a combination of perception and reasoning from visual information 

for a visual information perspective and, while the book is targeted at graphic designers working in 

information graphics, the concepts of active vision, perception and reasoning apply to how designers 

think and work visually in wider design practice. 

The way in which designers respond individually to their environment in design practice can be 

described as instinctive and explorative, yet also very focused and intentional. The very act of seeing, 

processing and responding to information in a design context sets off a specific internal process of 

inquiry that guides the external making process. Ware describes a pattern-finding instinct at the heart of 

how designers ‘see’ and make sense of the world around them, and it is in the creation of ‘visual queries’ 

in response to this that active vision operates. This deliberate search for patterns and the act of creating 

a set of ‘visual queries’ becomes more and more instinctive through experience.  

This active vision and reflection happen within the visual working memory of the designer’s mind, that is, 

the active part of memory, that connects both hemispheres of the brain and inspires action. ‘The 

operative term in working memory, is work, not memory’ (Ware 2008, p. 115). The activity of storing and 

processing information, particularly in the long-term memory space, is important for the creation of 

meaning. As Ware suggests, action plays a large role in the development of visual thinking. Having a 

stored sequence of action is important in forming and activating working memory, allowing for improved 

capacity to remember and apply information through action or experience, essentially what Klob was 
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channelling and encouraging in his experiential learning cycles mentioned in the previous chapter.  

Implicit memory and tacit knowledge have much in common and could explain why many designers are 

not always able to communicate their ideas or ways of working clearly. Action and experience live 

internalised, predominantly in the implicit memory (right hemisphere), which needs to connect with the 

explicit memory (left hemisphere) in order to be communicated or externalised. It could be said that 

designers who can clearly explain their ideas or how they work have a stronger left-to-right/implicit-to-

explicit memory exchange than those who cannot explain their ideas clearly. Understanding the way in 

which visual working memory works further reinforces the discussion in the previous section on whole-

mind connection in the creative thinking process and gives further support to Tovey’s dual processing 

model of thinking in the creative design process.  

From this viewpoint, designers appear well versed in two types of languages, one based on easily 

recognisable symbols and one on patterns. The designer uses both, but they are expressed and 

understood from unconventional perspectives. Ware explains, ‘Visual representations can incorporate a 

kind of logic, but it is very different from the more abstract logic of natural language. Visual logic is the 

logic of pattern, object and space’ (Ware 2008, p. 133). In other words, the visual representations a 

designer uses and creates are an expression of their internal thoughts and experiences, and an important 

concept to consider in the context of this study as it looks at evidence of creative thinking in design in 

visual journals. 

Ultimately, the designer’s internal processing needs to be translated and communicated visually and 

verbally to an external audience in order for their work to be realised.  Ware describes the importance of 

the visual narrative in design as a means of communicating, and what he refers to as the creation of a 

cognitive thread that links the visual and verbal that the designer can use and the audience can hold on 

to and follow in order to understand the information being presented (Ware 2008, p. 138).   

The creation and use of visuals, including imagery, scribbles, diagrams and sketches, stimulate and 

support ideas, mental images, creative thinking and expression. Visual material made and used 
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throughout the design process are expressions of the pattern-finding instincts and thoughts of the 

designer, while designs in final visual form represent the chosen pattern sequence or design solution. For 

example, a colour scheme may be inspired by an image or a product’s shape may be inspired by organic 

forms found in nature. The relationship the designer has with visuals in the early ideation stage is critical 

to the formation of the final work.   

These early images are often highly conceptual and come in many different forms. Ware speaks of 

diagrams as ideas made concrete in a conceptual sense. He describes them as cognitive processing tools 

used to plan, design and structure ideas, and to express concepts (Ware 2008). He also makes an 

important distinction between diagrams and artistic sketches:  

Artists notebooks are often full of diagrams that differ fundamentally from their sketches in that they are 

not visual prototypes for a finished piece of art; rather they are expressions of concept structures. The 

entities of a diagrammatic design will, in most cases, have very little resemblance to the things they 

represent (Ware 2008, p. 155).  

Diagrams used as cognitive processing tools are therefore part of the artist or designer’s creative and 

strategic thinking process, which becomes evident in both the writing and findings of this study.  

While diagrams are perceived as more concrete, scribbles and sketches, while considered casual and 

even accidental, are in fact loaded with intention and just as explorative; they simply play a different part 

of the sense-making process of ideation and design. ‘The deliberately “random” scribble is often used by 

artists and designers as a way of liberating their creative process from stereotyped visual thinking. The 

perceptual mechanisms are exquisitely tuned to find meaning often from slender evidence, and this is 

why meaning is so readily found in meaningless scribbles’ (Ware 2008, p. 154). It is in the scribble or 

sketch that the creative designer shares the same freedom as the artist to be artistically expressive and 

suggestive rather than certain.  

This explains why many artists and designers often scribble or sketch an idea as soon as it comes to 

mind, for fear of it escaping their visual working memory. The quality of the idea does not matter, rather it 
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is more about externalising their visual thinking and ideas in the moment, to be considered and 

expanded upon on reflection. Suggestive and incomplete, initial sketches can represent general ideas or 

various forms or aspects of a design. Details that would otherwise limit thinking are intentionally left out 

to allow space for connections between general concepts to form in relation to the most prominent 

aspect of the idea, or the core intention.  

Educator, scholar and architect Gabriella Goldschmitt, who has written widely on design cognition as well 

as visual thinking and sketching, also makes connections to reflective practice in design, looking 

specifically at the back-talk of self-generated sketches. Drawing on Schön’s concepts, she explains, ‘The 

self-generated sketch talks back, and in its back-talk reflects some of the sketcher’s innermost tacit, 

otherwise untapped knowledge, biases, concerns and preferences’ (Goldschmidt 2003, p. 87). She 

proposes the notion that drawings and sketches contain layers of meaning and are extensions of mental 

imagery, or are ‘interactive’, and how the act of sketching facilitates reasoning and benefits idea 

generation (Goldschmitt 2003, p. 88).  

Goldschmitt looks at how children draw and add meaning to their drawing intuitively and freely, and how 

architects essentially draw and reason in an intentionally similar way during the ideation process. ‘As the 

activity of sketching proceeds, new (graphic) relationships are created on the sketching surface. If the 

sketcher is attentive to them, he or she may see in them clues to further meanings that can be read into 

the representation: this frequently is the case in early stages of the design process’ (Goldschmitt 2003, p. 

78). Here she highlights that it is through the deliberate creation of these new relationships on the page 

and the negotiation and layers of meaning applied between them that ideas are generated and that 

sketching has the potential to enhance design reasoning, ‘particularly in the "front edge" conceptual 

phase when the designer is actively searching for ideas and information that may help generate, or fortify, 

a design rationale and a design story’ (Goldschmitt 2003, p. 83).  

Goldschmitt also highlights the transformative capacity of drawing and how it supports active thinking 

and idea generation, as opposed to imagery alone, which can be limiting because its fixed nature is 
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useful for inspiration or observation only. Referencing several studies on the use of imagery and 

sketching in the creative process, she discovered that while the use of self-generated visual displays, for 

example, visual imagery up on walls or boards in a designer’s studio or workspace, provide inspiration 

and enhance creativity, it is the designer’s habit of searching for ‘hidden information’, a skill developed 

through drawing, that renders the imagery useful (Goldschmitt 2003, p. 85). Here she provides insight 

into why experienced designers tend to use imagery for inspiration but return to drawing for ideas, a 

practice confirmed by the findings of this study. It appears that the imagery acts as a stimulus for 

sketching and creating new imagery; its fixed or static nature provides no room for manipulation, but it 

can trigger thoughts, ideas or mental images for alternative solutions, leading the designer to express 

these thoughts visually.  

 

Goldschmitt also emphasises that the choice of displayed imagery is a marker of the designer’s expertise 

or visual experience: ‘The expert designer knows from experience what kind of display might prove 

useful and , without curtailing his or her propensity for experimentation, may avoid a cognitively costly 

search from which no useful outcome may be expected. Designers know this intuitively’ (Goldschmitt 

2003, p. 86). This insight is also supported in the findings of this study. Goldschmitt’s argument for the 

importance of self-generated sketches in the early ideation phase of the design process is precisely why 

this study looks towards the drawings, sketchbooks, visual journals and environments of experienced 

designers as they provide evidence of reasoning and an insight into the creative thinking and ideation 

process. The next part of this chapter looks specifically at drawing in the design process.  

 

Drawing in The Design Process 

Drawing in art and design can be considered one of the most important aspects of communication and 

creative expression, evident from the vast array of traditional and contemporary drawing tools and 

methods used in creative practice today. Whatever the chosen medium, artists and designers are united in 

their reliance on drawing as a discipline-specific skill to be used throughout their creative process. While 

uses, mediums and context may differ, and even cross over, the cognitive process of drawing enables, 
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supports and enhances creative practice in similar ways, particularly in the important stages of idea 

exploration and development, as well as the very communication of those ideas.  

A long-term UK-based study on drawing in the design process conducted by Pamela Schenk of the 

Heriot-Watt University School of Textiles and Design traces the evolution and importance of design-

based drawing. The study was primarily on, but not limited to, graphic design from the mid-1980s to 

today. Early on, Schenk felt there was a lack of understanding or acknowledgement of how designers 

visualise ideas or arrive at final graphic outcomes, particularly since literature and learning at the time 

focused on print or production methods and the instructional description of drawing or rendering 

techniques, rather than on the use of drawing in the formation of ideas (Schenk 2016).  

The study highlighted the importance of drawing for creative thinking, visual literacy, ideation and 

communication. Furthermore, it revealed how the impact and adoption of digital technologies had not 

hindered the drawing process, but rather evolved and highlighted its importance. While the study was 

predominantly focused on graphic design, the third and last phase of the study was opened up to include 

additional design disciplines, including the more traditional fields of textile and product design alongside 

specialised fields in graphic design.   

 

From initial discussions in the first phase of the study, Schenk noticed that a significant number of 

designers did not consider their early scribbles or rough sketches to be ‘real drawings’, prompting a deeper 

and more personalised investigation through in-depth interviews with designers to understand this 

observation further.  

 

By interviewing designers at their place of work and asking them to bring a wide range of drawings to the 

interview, the evidence of their drawing practices was to hand, and this drawn record of creative thinking 

could serve to aid recollection. The opportunity to discuss actual drawings with designers was a crucial 

aspect of the conduct of the research and made it possible to query when, and why, particular types of 

drawing had been produced (Schenk 2016, p. 47).  
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There are two important aspects to Schenk's approach that correlate to this study. The first is the 

recognition of evidence of drawing practice as a record of creative thinking, where drawing is considered 

a form of reflection-in-action. The second is that the drawings were useful in the recollection of creative 

thinking or practice. This suggests both the designer and researcher engaged in a form of reflection-for-

practice. While this study looks more broadly at visual journals or collections of visual media as 

representative of creative thinking in the design process, the fundamental correlation between creative 

thinking in design and the creation and use of drawings and visual mediums as facilitators of reflective 

practice is supported.  

 

Schenk went on to frame drawing for ideation and communication as both a personal and internal 

process as well as a collective and external experience, citing the work of key researchers to support her 

notion that simple quick sketches created in the ideation stage help externalise ideas as well as 

communicate with others, rendering drawing skills indispensable (Schenk 2016). In particular, she 

referenced the work of engineer and historian Eugene S. Ferguson, whose examination of visual 

reasoning and the role of visualisation and intuitive thinking in engineering led him to identify three 

types of drawing used to facilitate visual reasoning, namely, (1) the thinking sketch, (2) the prescriptive 

sketch and (3) the talking sketch (Ferguson in Schenk 2016, p. 26). Of these, the thinking sketch, or 

ideational drawing, is most relevant to this study as it is used primarily in the early stages of the design 

process, evolving into a talking sketch in development stages and prescriptive in final execution stages. 

Looking specifically at the thinking sketch and the role of drawing in ideation, Schenk also referenced the 

words of Terry E. Rosenberg in Steve Garner’s book Writing on Drawing (2008), which aptly explained the 

role of ideational drawing in this explorative and conceptual stage. ‘When I talk of ideational drawings, I 

am considering types of drawing, and indeed drawing processes, where one thinks with and through 

drawing to make discoveries, find new possibilities that give course to ideas and help fashion their 

eventual form’ (Rosenberg in Garner 2008, p. 26). Rosenberg’s framing of the ideation sketch as a 
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‘thinking-act’ strongly supports Schön’s discussion of how constructing conceptual worlds through 

drawing mainly facilitate the capacity for reflection-in-action in design. 

In ideational drawing we see a merging of present-moment thinking and physical action or, as Rosenberg 

concludes, a physio-cognitive process meaningful only in-action (Rosenberg in Garner 2008). Drawings 

created in this thinking-act serve the person and the moment and when considered retrospectively are 

no longer what they were at the time of making. This can explain why many designers do not consider 

ideational drawings to be ‘real’ drawings and are often reluctant to share them as they are not quite 

resolved or finished. On the contrary, however, it is their incompleteness and immediacy that make them 

uniquely real and critical to the designer’s personal creative process.  

As the findings of this study also suggest, the fact that these drawings serve the maker only in the 

thinking moment still render them useful and real. They are also representative of what the mark-maker 

knows and what they are trying to discover, revealing the mark-maker's thinking process, however 

obscure it may seem to others. Rosenberg concludes that the ‘ideational drawing is not a form of 

communication, but rather a space where an individual thinks’ (Rosenberg in Garner 2008, p. 123). This 

suggests that the drawing that comes out of this thinking space can be evidence of creative thinking, 

given drawing is a creative activity. This is one of the main reasons that visual journals are a focus in this 

study as they are a personal place of visual thinking.  

The timing and use of various types of drawing throughout the design process was also an important 

finding of Schenck’s study. From the in-depth interviews and the analysis of sketchbooks, notebooks and 

collections of drawings designers shared, Schenk was able to create a taxonomy of drawing in design. 

The classification revealed how traditional drawing and the processing of visual imagery facilitated the 

early creative stages of design, with drawings beginning very loosely, appearing quickly and often 

spontaneously out of observation, then being organised and often manipulated with digital media, 

gaining clarity and definition during or after analysis, reinterpretation and closer interrogation further in 

the development stages. This process is what many designers describe and demonstrate in their journals 



 

67 

and one that is reviewed in the next section of this chapter.   

While many aspects of Schenk’s work are relevant to this study, her fifth and final project is perhaps the 

most relevant as it provides a contemporary snapshot of how dramatically the integration of digital 

technology changed the design profession. It also casts the disciplinary net wider by focusing on how 

visual communication designers, as well as product, fashion and textile designers, use drawing in their 

design process.  This two-year project saw 20 textile and 20 visual communication designers interviewed 

and their drawing work observed in comparison to earlier findings.  

Many designers interviewed in Schenk’s study felt that the digital drawing systems available to them 

often limited creativity in the early stages of the creative process. The study also revealed that the 

introduction of digital media into practice saw the spontaneous and flexible traditional forms of paper-

based drawing used more to support creative thinking and idea generation (Schenk 2014). While digital 

media was still an integral part of the designer’s process, it appears that it was more prevalent in the 

development and execution of ideas rather than the formation of them, especially for the textile 

designers. This was also the case for the designers interviewed in this study, as I outline in Chapter 4.  

Schenk also proposed a model of three environments of drawing in design as a way of expressing the 

experience of drawing throughout the design and to bring to life her taxonomy of drawing in design. Fig. 

16 shows these three environments that intersect and feed into one another. 

 
 

Fig. 16 - Three environments of drawing in the design process model (Schenk 2016, p. 196) 
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In Schenk’s model, the intellectual environment is considered the cognitive space and a place of private 

thought, where ideas and concepts are formed for communication in the practical environment, where 

ideas materialise and the tacit becomes explicit, tangible and transferrable to the technical environment, 

where designs are expertly specified and set up to be produced (Schenk 2016, pp. 195-196). Although the 

model was created to demonstrate drawing environments, it reveals much about the varied skill set of 

designers and their capacity to operate, transfer and build on their skills and knowledge across a number 

of environments throughout the design process. 

 

Sketchnoting 

While Schenk’s study has shown the importance of drawing and visual imagery in the creative design 

process, and how it helps build visual literacy, there is also the interplay of words and imagery to be 

considered as a means of sense-making and communicating ideas. As visual thinking involves the 

processing of both verbal and non-verbal elements, many of the drawing tasks designers engage in are 

accompanied by words, be it in conversation, through written notes or longer explanatory text 

accompanying drawings. Sketchnoting, an example of this, is a visual notetaking technique widely used 

by designers and a prominent example of visual thinking where the visual and verbal meet on the page.  

Mike Rhode, who pioneered and popularised the sketchnote method in 2006, describes sketchnoting as a 

visual map of sorts that combines the acts of listening, thinking and drawing into a series of ‘rich visual 

notes created from a mix of handwriting, drawings, hand-drawn typography, shapes and visual elements 

like arrows, boxes and lines’ (Rhode 2012). Sketchnotes are succinct visual summaries of information and, 

much like a hand-drawn ideation sketch, convey the main concepts of an idea but with little detail. 

Sketchnotes are products of in-the-moment, brain-to-hand thinking and a more immediate form of visual 

communication, not necessarily for an audience, but a contemporary form of reflection-in-action.  

This study focuses on the more personal and private form of sketchnoting made to support creative 
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thinking, as opposed to the more popularised performative examples of sketchnoting created to share 

with an external audience. Personal sketchnotes provide a window into the designer’s thinking and 

creative process, much like the other types of sketches or drawings discussed earlier in this chapter. One 

important aspect of sketchnoting that becomes evident in the following chapters is the selection and 

deliberate integration of text alongside imagery and the relationship between them. Another important 

aspect is the degree of legibility and amount of symbolism found in the sketchnoting that is relative to 

the designer’s (and observer's) accumulated knowledge, experience and visual working memory.  

Much of what makes it to the page or into the sketchnote is primarily for recall, for example, in a briefing 

session, design development meeting, industry talk or when at an industry trade fair where photographic 

imagery is not allowed. The sketchnote can evolve to become a talking sketch, or annotated ideation 

sketch, offering more detail than a planning diagram as an idea is explored. However, it should not have 

too much detail but portrays the general concept without becoming too technical or an evolved 

development drawing. Both annotated sketches and sketchnotes provide additional information, 

revealing more about what the designer is thinking, seeing, hearing and processing, than sketches or 

drawings alone. Accompanying words serve as vital clues to observers and can provide context to ideas, 

much like arrows, as they are defined and explicitly recognisable symbols. 

 

Conclusion 

Visual thinking as a core aspect of the language of design embodies both reflective and creative types of 

thinking where perception and reasoning meet to inspire creative action. As designers process their outer 

world visually, they tap into an internal pattern-finding instinct that allows them to process imagery in 

their minds, attach meaning and transform these images and thoughts into ideas.   

 

Visual thinking is an important concept to consider in the context of this study as the analysis of 

designers' personal visual journals looks for evidence of visual thinking as markers of creative thinking in 

design. Furthermore, the act of drawing and sketching facilitates this in visually communicating these 
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ideas and is a fundamental aspect of designing. Hand-generated drawings in particular reveal uniquely 

expressive explicit and implicit information that is representative of the designer’s thought process and 

should be encouraged in an increasingly digital age.  

 

In this section I have discussed the concept of graphicacy, as well as the ideas of Ware and Schenk in 

order to build a frame of reference for investigating the role and importance of the visual journal, as 

discussed in detail in the next section.  
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2.4 VISUAL JOURNAL STUDY 
This section reviews published material on the visual journals and creative process of design 

professionals. It looks specifically at the form, use, visual content and accompanying commentary for 

evidence of creative thinking in the ideation process.  An inherently reflective tool, the visual journal 

represents an ideation space where inspiration and information collide.  

This section synthesises the literature from the previous sections to make the argument that a visual 

journal is more than a tool – it is part record of design processes and creative practitioner, part creative 

workspace and even creative work in itself. In this section I use a quadrant diagram to organise the 

literature and reveal gaps in the analysis of visual journals.  

Reflective Journals 

Reflective journals can take many forms. While in design they are typically associated with a bound book 

in which to write and draw, in creative practice they can expand beyond this to represent, as creative 

practitioners and researchers Gray & Malins aptly describe, ‘a depository for a range of information in a 

range of media, which is added to and consulted on a regular basis’ (Gray & Malins 2004, p. 59). The 

creation and regular use of a reflective journal of any sort supports and embodies all forms of reflective 

practice, making it an important tool in creative practice and research.  

Alongside concept mapping, visual journals are considered extensions to thinking and as ‘off-loading’ 

tools by education academic Ray McAleese, who builds on Klob’s work in experimental learning styles 

and Schön’s concepts of reflective practice in his work. ‘Off-loading is the process of shifting working 

space from working memory to some external space or facility’ (McAleese 2000, p. 8). There is a 

connection to visual thinking in McAleese’s definition of off-loading and the externalisation of thought 

from working memory. When off-loading in the context of creative practice is examined, and following on 

from discussions on visual thinking in the previous chapter, it seems that it is the thoughts created as a 

response to the practitioner’s visual working memory that are externalised. McAleese confirms this, 
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describing the reflective journals as ‘very effective as arenas where thinking can be externalised, the 

nature of information searching necessitates a visual arena where concepts and keywords can be seen in 

relation to each other’ (McAleese 2000, p. 8). The creative practitioner brings together specific aspects of 

their environment and mind into their visual journals as evidence of sense-making.  

Gray and Malins also make an important observation about how creative practitioners use reflective 

journals in practice and for research purposes stating: 

The idea of 'off-loading' into a reflective journal for instance goes some way to address Schön’s concern 

about the difficulty of articulating the ‘knowing-in-action’ of professional practices. As practitioners in Art 

and Design we can recognise the fear of losing or damaging creativity by speaking about it and, even worse, 

by writing about it! (Gray & Malins 2004).  

Several core aspects of this study connect here; these are (1) the relationship between the reflective 

journal and reflective practice, (2) the journal as the place where the creative practitioner's thinking, 

knowledge and experiences are articulated and (3) the direct relationship between the visual journal and 

the creative process in either enhancing or restricting creativity, depending on how, when and why the 

journaling occurs. This suggests there is more to understand about creative practice by examining the 

use and role of the journal, and it is for these reasons that reflective journaling is encouraged by many 

educators and is practiced by many creative professionals.  

 

One example of reflective journaling encouraged for creative practitioners, and practiced by one of the 

designers interviewed in the findings of this study, is the writing of morning pages. Morning pages consist 

of three pages of stream-of-consciousness handwriting done upon waking in the morning as a way of 

unlocking creative thinking and importantly, silencing the inner critic or Censor. This personal journal or 

diary writing was popularised by Julia Cameron in her widely sought-after book The Artist’s Way (2007), 

written as a 12-week program and practical guide to embracing the creative process, and is deemed 

useful for supplementing creative practice. 
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Cameron aligns the Censor with the logic brain, which tends to silence the more intuitive or creative 

innermost thoughts. This is relevant to this study as the way in which she describes the logic brain 

correlates to the logical left hemisphere, convergent thinking and world of left-brain logic, as discussed 

earlier in this chapter. As she explains, ‘Logic brain … is the categorical brain. It thinks in a neat, linear 

fashion. As a rule, logic brain perceives the world according to known categories’ (Cameron 2007, p. 12).  

The reflective journaling practice of morning pages demonstrates how journaling as a practice supports 

creativity as its primary purpose is to release the mind from logic-dominant thoughts by getting these 

out and onto the page to make space for the artist brain and creativity. ‘Artist brain is our creative, holistic 

brain. It thinks in patterns and shadings. … Artist brain is associative and freewheeling. It makes new 

connections, yoking together images to invoke meaning’ (Cameron 2007, p. 13.). The artist brain is 

unmistakably visual, creative and, importantly, holistic, which connects back to the discussion on whole-

brain thinking being an important characteristic of the creative practitioner.  

While this type of reflective journaling relies on words and writing, the connection to supporting artistic 

expression is still very strong, as Cameron explains, ‘The language of art is image, symbol. It is a wordless 

language even when our very art is to chase it with words’ (Cameron 2007). Giving thoughts tangible 

form via journaling supports visual thinking and encourages off-loading for mental clarity and the 

development of the practitioner’s creative language, be it art or design. It also encourages a deeper 

understanding of the inner and outer creative self and creative process. 

The Visual Journal in Creative Practice 

As seen from discussion in the previous chapter on visual thinking, this wordless visual language, or the 

visual aspects that accompany verbal explanations designers use, holds rich implicit information about 

the creative practitioner’s creative thinking. It is for this reason that this study looks at the visual journals 

of creative professionals. However, before the role and use of these visual journals are analysed, it is 
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important to understand what constitutes a visual journal in design today and how visual journals differ 

from art journals, personal journals or diaries.   

A visual journal can be considered as one that contains both words and pictures generally kept by 

creative design practitioners to document inspiration and develop ideas and work over a period of time. 

The primarily visual contents of the journals may include sketches, drawings, sourced imagery, notes, 

mixed media, objects and material swatches.  

The most commonly used journals take the form of sketchbooks, notebooks or diaries. However, the 

concept of the visual journal can often escape the confines of the bound book to comprise of random 

collections of loose papers, found objects, mixed media arranged on walls or boards, or often boxed up 

and archived or discarded when no longer in use.  

The survey and case studies in this research indicate that the form of the visual journal is becoming 

increasingly fragmented as sources of visual inspiration proliferate, especially through digital media. 

Digital files or digital accounts stored on computers or smartphones, as well as blogs, websites or even 

social media accounts can also be classified as visual journals, blurring the lines between personal 

computer, smart phone, studio environment, notebook or sketchbook as creative thinking and work spaces 

as the findings will reveal.  

Visual journals share much with art journals as they contain fragments of thoughts, disparate pieces of 

information and work-related research and both are primarily used during the inspiration and ideation 

stage of the creative process. Art journals tend to be more experimental as art practice is less confined 

and may hold more imagery and fewer words than design journals. However, they generally function in a 

very similar capacity in that both contain evidence of the creative practitioner's ideas, thoughts and 

interests and provide a glimpse into their personal creative world, process and work at hand. 
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Visual Journal in Design Practice 

Many books showcasing the visual journals of artists and creatives have been published. The majority are 

highly visual and come with only brief analysis or commentary. This section reviews a variety of 

published work that showcases and discusses the designer’s creative process with particular reference to 

visual journals. Fig. 18 maps the published material reviewed on two scales, horizontally from image-rich 

resources that exhibit the contents and use of journals to text-rich resources that provide more verbal 

analysis of journals, and vertically as written from the perspective of the creator to primary author or 

observer. While the list of references is not exhaustive, it represents the types of published material 

available on the visual journal in design practice.  

Fig. 17 - Map of literature reviewed on visual journals in design. 
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With the increasing adoption and focus on the use of digital media in creative practice, the more recent 

publications (from 2011 onwards) take a broader view of what constitutes a visual journal, expanding 

into the designer’s multimedia-filled environment. As we have seen in the study of drawing in the 

previous section of this chapter, the use of the traditional notebook or sketchbook form of visual journal 

has not been diminished by new forms of media, but rather enhanced or supplemented by it.  

Overall, individual journals are visually interesting in their own way and, while many journals from 

designers in a similar field appear to have similar contents (for example, the study of typography in 

graphic designer’s journals, or the inclusion of fabric swatches and garment studies in the fashion 

designer’s journals) no two are alike and there is a running thread of individualism and creative flair in 

each one. Visual journals from a variety of art and design fields are profiled in this chapter but with a 

focus on fashion and textile designers. While their contents vary, the fundamental similarities in the role 

and use of the visual journal in art and other design fields is difficult to ignore. All the designers profiled 

in this section are successful, experienced creative professionals and significant contributors to their 

field. Overall, the observations made across all the journals reviewed correlate strongly to the findings of 

this study.  Each quadrant is reviewed in the next section.  

Quadrant 1 

References in the first quadrant are predominantly image-rich, with brief accompanying commentary 

from the designers themselves. There is minimal analysis, the focus being on displaying the contents of 

the journals as visual mediums and the designer sharing only brief and general insights into their 

creative process or the make and use of the journals. Here most commentary comes directly from the 

designer, or the author is paraphrasing and quoting the designer. There are brief introductions from the 

author providing some discussion on the subject of the visual journal and this is the only source of 

analysis. Overall, graphic designers and the visual communication field feature heavily in this quadrant; 

since many of these designers are also professional illustrators, theses journals bear more of a 
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resemblance to the traditional artist’s sketchbook.  

Paul Smith is one of the few fashion designers featured in books that profile a range of design fields.  

Like many designers, he credits his keen sense of observation, his habit of noticing things out of context 

and his exposure to creative fields outside his own, such as photography, architecture and graphic design, 

as his sources of inspiration that feed a constant stream of ideas that then materialise into words and 

pictures, especially in the early stages of designing. 

I’ve always got a little notebook in my jacket, a scrap of paper or the back of an envelope with something 

written on it. I use a notebook and pencil every day of my life and I always carry a camera, which I use as a 

visual diary. I can’t draw very well, so I mostly design in words. I might write ‘zips’ on a piece of paper or ‘zips 

in unusual places’, ‘too many zips’, brightly coloured zips’, ‘long and short zips’ and that will be enough for 

me. (Smith in Nielson & Hartman, 2005, p. 184).   

The broadening of inspiration points and preference for handwritten words kept separate from the 

visuals captured on camera is an example of how the visual journal need not be full of drawings but has 

moved beyond its traditional form and the confines of a single location or medium.  

 
Fig. 18 - Creative workspace and personal journal of Paul Smith (Nielson & Hartman, 2005, pp. 185-6) 

 

It was clear when reviewing these resources that personal preference, the nature of the creative field and 

access to space and materials influence the form and type of visual journals creative practitioners keep. 
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Visual journals in creative practice are not confined to a single source and, while often private and not 

readily shared, are certainly not separate from the practitioner’s work and creative life. Whatever form 

they take, visual journals remain highly personalised thinking spaces used as off-loading areas for ideas, 

thoughts and inspirations and that evidence the important links between thinking and creating.  

Hand drawing combined with notetaking appears to be the visual language of choice for most 

experienced designers and in disciplines such as graphic design, illustration, or printmaking, where mark 

making is part of the final outcome, visual journals are key tools and heavily filled with exploratory mark 

making in sketchbooks, notebooks or on loose paper. In design disciplines where an object, i.e. a piece of 

furniture or a garment, is the final outcome, drawing and notetaking in paper-based visual journals is still 

widely practiced. However, some designers in these disciplines can be quick to move beyond 2D mark 

making into 3D, working directly with their primary materials on form. The hands-on aspect is important 

in both 2D and 3D stages, in order to keep the mind-to-making link intact. This often happens 

simultaneously, with both hands-on approaches being used in the ideation stage. This is particularly true 

of the creative process in fashion and textile design, as we will see in the next section, which focuses on 

the literature that reveals how design professionals in the fashion and textile industry document their 

ideas and/or use visual journals in the early, conceptual, stage of the design process. 

The Visual Journal in Fashion and Textile Design 

Today,  an increasing amount of popular media such as broadly published books, interviews, 

documentaries, exhibitions, websites, blogs, podcasts and social media accounts of designers are seeking 

to reveal aspects of the designer's personal creative world and their creative process. However, these 

aspects tend to be brief and highly curated, with many created for marketing or promotional purposes, 

particularly in new forms of digital media. They also tend to represent a romanticised notion of what it is 

to be a designer.   
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More recently in fashion, documentaries and films, profiling high-end designers have become popular, 

particularly over the past 10 years as the widely accessible and engaging medium of film can capture the 

designer in-action. These films look beyond the final work and into the creative process, where the 

unique talents and personalities of big C industry-shaping designers and their teams can be seen, such as 

the controversial Raf Simons, the creatively independent Dries Van Noten, the domain changing icon 

Vivienne Westwood, the prolific long-standing creative director Karl Largerfield, the ingenious Alexander 

Lee McQueen and the famously elusive Martin Margiela to name a few. While these documentary films 

and other sources of curated media can be a valid point of reference and do provide a glimpse into the 

designer’s creative world, the delivery is performative and for a broad audience. It is unlike gaining 

access to the designer’s un-edited personal or collaborative creative workspaces where the raw and 

unfiltered creative process and person can be seen and begun to be understood. This is why this study 

focuses on looking towards unedited forms of the visual journal to uncover more about the designer’s 

more intimate personal creative process and reflect and learn from each designer's thinking and 

approach to designing, for a narrow audience, mainly design industry professionals.    

Published reference material on the visual journals of fashion and textile designers was difficult to come 

by with only a few resources tackling the topic and falling mainly into this first quadrant. As explained 

earlier, the emergence of digital media has changed how visual journals are created, used and shared, and 

changed the access point to understanding the designer’s creative process. While the general creative 

process is partially revealed in popular media, there has been little material published specifically 

looking at the visual journals of contemporary fashion designers since 2010. However, as the findings of 

this study reveal, these references are still relevant.  

The entirely visual Annie Albers Notebook 1970-1980 (2017) shows the blueprints or working designs of 

the Bauhaus-trained designer’s abstract weavings. The simple grid notebook contains 106 pencil sketches 

created by the master weaver when in her 70s. Never intended to be seen, the repetitious sketches read 

as private studies on form and pattern and also show the exploration of motifs. There are remnants of 

erased or re-drawn lines and half-finished compositions that reveal as much as they omit, leaving the 
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viewer to wonder what she was thinking. Publications of this nature without explanation are rare, as they 

focus entirely on the private process, not the final public outcome, and if of significance, as this one is, 

can be considered creative works in their own right.   

 
Fig. 19 - Various journal pages from Annie Albers' Notebook (2017) 

 

With the exception of the work of Annie Albers, it is the investigation into the sketchbooks of fashion 

designers by freelance fashion writer and journalist Hywel Davies that provides most of the reference 

material here. Across two volumes of work, Davies explores the creative process of contemporary fashion 

designers by peering into their sketchbooks, which, he says, ‘represent the route taken from the initial 

exploration of a subject through to the production of actual garments. As such, ‘sketchbooks’ do not only 

exist in the material form of a book, but also manifest themselves in designer’s minds, on their design 

studio walls and in their daily activities’ (Davies 2013). 

The various forms of sketchbook presented in the books reveal deeply personal processes from idea 

through 2D to 3D form, with the more acclaimed designers, such as Galliano and Largerfield, considered 

master storytellers capable of weaving stories into their final works. Research was valued by all, and 
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inspiration vital and accessible everywhere. While inspiration had its own timing, the designers' processes 

appear steeped in personal routines and rituals. Constant travel meant sketchbooks often became the 

temporary centre of activity while away from the creative core of the studio.  

Mark Eley and Wakako Kishimoto designed prints for several high-profile fashion houses before forming 

their print and colour-focused fashion label Eley Kishimoto in 1995.  They have since established 

themselves as multi-disciplinary designers working on wallpapers, furniture, furnishing fabrics, glassware 

and crockery, as well as on art collaborations and industrial-based design projects in the automotive, 

architectural and electronics worlds. It is no wonder therefore that fabric collages or colour and pattern 

studies feature heavily alongside silhouette studies on the pages of their sketchbooks. Their response to 

questions from Davies on how they work or where their ideas come from reference sensing progress, 

having a feeling for ideas and seeing things in their heads, which suggests the duo are highly intuitive. 

‘Sensing little sparks in my head makes me go to the next stage. I can’t explain in words what triggers 

them each time’ (Eley Kishimoto in Davies 2010, p. 72).  

 
 

Fig. 20 - Journal pages of Eley Kishimoto (Davies 2010, pp. 73-75) 

 

California-based Rozae Nichols of graphics label Clover Canyon draws inspiration from her large research 

library of textile history, fine art imagery, photos and fabric textures to reconstruct and design her 

signature graphics, digitally engineering them from 2D to 3D garment form. The label is no longer in 
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operation, but the way in which she fused digital graphic design with historical and tactile references is a 

great example of tradition meeting technology. While she shares her digital designs rather than her 

sketchbooks, Nichols speaks of them being filled with ‘Thumbnails of shapes, words, objects ... mostly 

words to remind me of the string of thoughts to connect the mind’s images’ (Nichols in Davies 2013, p. 

70). This is an example of how sketchbook use supports visual thinking by capturing thoughts and 

mental images before they are lost, to be processed later.  

 

 
Fig. 21 - Digital drawings of Clover Canyon (Davies 2013, pp. 68–71) 

 

Another profiled designer who relies heavily on technology to bring her inspirations and work together is 

Mary Katrantzou.  She does not keep a traditional sketchbook but rather jots ideas down on the closest 

piece of paper or whatever is at hand in brainstorm sessions or to explain an idea or thought.  

The most essential thing is the computer. I’m inspired by images I find and can spend hours just researching 

a topic …Sometimes it can be a video online of an artist talking about his work and sometimes it’s more 

visual. More importantly, I work so much with Photoshop that the computer is a huge part of my design 



 

83 

process’ (Katrantzou in Davies 2013).  

Known for his re-conceptualised suiting and theatrical fashion shows, Thom Browne relies on his internal 

world to fuel his creative process, keeping his ideas in his mind and often going straight into 3D making. 

Where there is any evidence of his thinking, it is highly conceptual, as the sketches for his 

Spring/Summer 2013 collection in Fig. 22 show. When asked if he uses a sketchbook he replies, ‘The 

sketches are in my head. I’m an amazing sketcher in my head, but it doesn’t seem to translate into my 

hand’ (Browne in Davies 2013, p. 203).  

 

 
Fig. 22 - Conceptual sketches of Thom Browne (Davies 2013, pp. 200-203) 

 
Catherine Teatum and Rob Jones of womenswear brand Teatum Jones are passionate researchers who are 

fascinated by human behaviour and emotions. These self-described ‘method designers’ take an 

anthropological approach to their modern design work, developing a narrative, characters and often 

playlist for each collection. Having such a detailed research and inspiration process means their 

sketchbooks play an important part in building their collections. 'Our sketchbooks clearly show how our 

minds work, and what makes us tick. The sketchbooks are simultaneously a visual conversation with 

ourselves and each other, as we carry separate sketchbooks that we then fuse together in the form of our 

sketchbook wall’ (Teatum Jones in Davies 2013, p. 192).  

 

For this duo, sketching extends into draping studies in the early stages of design, ‘sketching with fabric’, as 
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the images in Fig. 23 show. They are dedicated to preserving the creative aspects of their process and 

have both, a design studio and a technical development studio. The design studio is the preferred space 

to work in and was created to accommodate the sketchbook wall that stretches along its entire length.  

 

 
Fig. 23 - Sketching with fabric by Teatum Jones (Davies 2013, pp. 190-195) 

 

Womenswear designer Marios Schwab also prefers his sketchbook on the wall. ‘I like visuals that are 

around me at all times throughout the design process, so I prefer to create large boards of fabrics, 

inspirational images and techniques and position them around my work room – they evolve. And change 

as the pieces develop’ (Schwab in Davies 2013, p.136). His highly visual and tactile process also relies on 

drawing, drape and textile research to bring ideas to life, a way of working that could be the most typical 

example of how fashion designers work in the studio environment.  
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Fig. 24 - Visual studio environment of Marios Schwab (Davies 2013, pp. 134-137) 

 

Husband-and-wife design duo Suzanne Clements and Inacio Ribeiro of Clements Ribeiro have been 

designing what they call ‘clumsy couture’ or a low-key approach to femininity and elegance with accents 

of eccentricity since 1993, evolving an aesthetic and building up an instinct for their craft. ‘In the past, 

research was extensive and all consuming – we are research hoarders. But over the years we have built 

up a vocabulary that we find ourselves revisiting instinctively. Nowadays research is sharp and to the 

point’ (Clements Ribeiro in Davies 2013, p. 64). Their instincts and research are channelled into their 

sketches that are created on loose cheap paper and collated into ring-bound folders.  

While they churn out a large number of sketches with each collection, these sketches are considered very 

personal and not shown readily to anyone outside the studio. ‘Sketching is sometimes hard, as our hands 

often struggle to express the ideas as strongly and clearly as they seem in our minds!’ (Clements Ribeiro 

in Davies 2013, p. 64). Nonetheless, old sketchbooks with research and sketches are constantly revisited 

at the beginning of each collection to hunt for unexplored ideas and untapped inspiration. 
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Fig. 25 - Collaged inspirations that inspire sketch work by Clemens Ribeiro (Davies 2010, pp. 62-67) 

 

As the Clemens Ribeiro designers suggest, with expertise comes a heightened instinct for the work and a 

larger pool of tacit knowledge to draw from. The next few designers profiled operate at the height of the 

industry and tend to reveal a lot less of their creative process, be it for personal reasons or the fact that it 

is simply so diffused into who they are and how they operate that the evidence is harder to gather. 

One of the more prominent designers is fiercely independent and highly influential menswear and 

womenswear designer Dries Van Noten who has carved a unique position for himself in the industry. A 

master of the colour, pattern, print and silhouette clash, he builds his designs from the textiles up, 

pushing the limits of each element to create truly modern collections with deep historical and cultural 

references. His approach of reinterpretation and reassessment involves constant observation and 

reflection. His collections are always a representation of contemporary culture in the way he carefully 

combines and balances so many elements past and present, including modern and historical make 

methods, such that his work is consistently relevant.  
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Fig. 26 - Mood board for S/S 2009 collection by Dries Van Noten (Davies 2010, p. 65) 

 
John Galliano has over the years been described as one of the most influential and innovative designers 

of our time. He captured the industry’s attention in the mid-1990s with his unique imaginative designs 

and sense of romantic storytelling when head designer of French high fashion labels Givenchy and 

Christian Dior, as well as his own label. He currently works as creative director at Paris-based avant-garde 

and provocative label Maison Margiela. Galliano’s creative talent crosses boundaries and breaks many 

rules. Research is important to him and it enables him to craft his vision, ideas and story.  ‘I start with 

research and from there I build the muse, the idea, tell a story and develop a character, a look and then a 

collection' (Galliano in Davies 2010, p.64). The research books featured are but a glimpse into his 

imagination and creative process as they reveal layers of historical research from global trips, fabrics, and 

colour inspirations. These are then shared with the design team to create narratives and develop the 

collection. The books are completely visual and tactile and, in many ways, abstract representations of the 

final works.  
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Fig. 27 - Research books of John Galliano. (Davies 2010, p. 105) 

 

Perhaps one of the most influential designers of our time Karl Largerfield, who designed consistently 

from the mid-1950s till his passing in 2019, held long-standing positions at high fashion labels Chanel 

and Fendi while also running his own label. A master collaborator and prolific illustrator, he was best 

known for being of the moment with his work with a relentless quest for knowledge and the new that he 

translated into his work, making it consistently modern. He was a fascinating personality who absorbed 

information and inspiration from every direction, particularly art and photography, processing them in his 

mind and channelling them into his design work. Drawing was his main method of creative 

communication and an integral part of his process. As Davies explains,  

His favourite materials are a black marker pen and a sketchpad. He conceives his collection through 

multicoloured drawings on paper and only rarely touches fabric. The loose drawings he produces are often 

expressive marks that suggest the mood of the collection and are then interpreted by his design team 

(Davies 2010, p.104).  

Largerfield created and operated in a conceptual world of ideas and inspirations, in a position of creative 

direction removed from the making process.  
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Fig. 28 - Sketches of Karl Largerfield being actualised (Davies 2010, pp. 112-13) 

 

Lastly, Yoji Yamamoto’s own publication, Talking to Myself (2002), set out over two volumes, is a highly-

curated compilation of photographs, drawings and commentary from himself and philosopher and 

art/fashion critic Kiyokazu Washida. The predominantly visual book provides a conceptual representation 

of his creative process and reads as a body and silhouette study with imagery ranging from his debut 

collection in 1981 to the 2002 collection. The book was intended to allow access to his private world, as 

the title suggests; however, his thoughts come only after Washida’s commentary on fashion as a system 

of manufactured desire and Yamamoto’s resistance to it. The themes of his work, including his 

fascination with human physical movement, the woman and her embodiment, and what it means to be 

free, all show up in his clothing.  

Throughout the book, Yamamoto comments directly on a series of themes that give context to his 

character and work, including time, insomnia, memory, life, food, alcohol, cleanliness, scenes, creation, 

space, feeling, apologies, femininity, women, gambling and the colour black. Here the reader is given 
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access to the more intimate side of the unconventional, paradoxical and avant-garde man behind the 

equally unconventional, paradoxical and avant-garde clothing. ‘I want to achieve anti-fashion through 

fashion. That’s why I’m always heading in my own direction, in parallel to fashion. Because if you’re not 

waking up what is asleep, you might as well stay on the beaten path’ (Yamamoto 2002). Here he presents 

himself essentially as an outsider seeking to change and influence the industry from the inside out. 

 

 
Fig. 29 - Various pages from Talking to Myself (Yamamoto 2002) 

 

Yoji Yamamoto is also featured in Ivan Vartanian’s work in Quadrant 3, discussed later on, where 9 years 

on he provides photographs and commentary from his own book re-enforcing the same conceptual 

representation of his creative process. While Yamamoto sketches, drapes and is generally very hands-on 

in his process, he chooses to show images of himself in action, rather than the representations or 

outcomes of those actions.  Reinforcing his view of the creative process as an accumulation of actions, he 
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states, ‘To single out the moment of waking something that was asleep: All creation is repetition of that 

moment. A repetition of fragments’ (Yamamoto 2002). This appears to be his way of explaining how a 

moment of creative insight, or a creative leap as discussed in previous chapters, is in fact an 

accumulation of moments during creative reflective practice and the building of repertoire.  

Fig. 30 - Photographs of Yamamoto’s creative process. (Vartanian 2011, pp. 75-76) 

Quadrant 2 

Quadrant 2 sees similar visually rich material with more commentary from the author as an observer of 

the journals. There is slightly more interpretation of the journals here compared to Quadrant 1. However, 

the main objective remains to demonstrate the personal and creative nature of the individual designer’s 

work. These titles show a little more organisation, such as in Timothy O’Donnell’s work Sketchbook: 

Conceptual Drawings from the World’s Most Influential Designers (2009), featuring predominantly graphic 

designers. O’Donnell categorises the journals into sections titled (1) Rough, (2) Refined, (3) Random and 

(4) Revealed, where he includes a review of his own visual journals for the making of the book. The

contents of each section, with the exception of the last, seem to blur, with the titles almost disappearing 

once the reader’s focus is on the designer’s work, further revealing how difficult it is to classify the 

journals.  
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The work of Nigel Holmes, a former graphics director, early pioneer and theorist in information graphics 

and design is included in the Refined section and, while similar to the journals in any of the other 

sections, his sketchbooks appear 'refined' in the sense that they reveal his process of iteration and idea 

refinement.  

 

 
Fig. 31 - Sketchbook pages of Nigel Holmes (O’Donnell 2009, pp. 84-85)  

 

Similar to the designers of fashion label Teatum Jones, Morag Myerscough’s use of sketch walls re-

iterates the importance of the creative environment. Aptly included in the ‘Random’ section, Myerscough 

admits her whole combined house and studio space could be considered a three-dimensional sketchbook, 

revealing how her creative work and journaling practice are very much a part of her living environment.  

 

 
 

Fig. 32 - Sketch walls of Morag Myerscough (O'Donnell 2009, pp. 134-35) 
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Another reference with deeper commentary on the drawing process is Giancarlo Iliprandi: Sketch, Think, 

Draw (2015), the first edition of the Moleskine Naked Notebooks Project series. This predominantly visual 

book reveals aspects of the Italian graphic designer’s inner creative world through the integration of 

work from his personal archive with commentary from Iliprandi himself and editors James Victorie and 

Pietro Corraini. The book reads as a deep conversation with the designer about his creative process and 

pays homage to his expertise and long career in art and design. The commentary on thinking and the act 

of drawing reveals a profound awareness of the relationship between his mind and the markings he 

made. This reference is one of the few that demonstrates visual thinking and reflective practice explicitly.  

Fig. 33 - Commentary and sketchbook pages of Giancarlo Illiprandi (Iliprandi 2015, pp.  67, 115, 124 -25) 

Quadrant 3 

Quadrant 3 contains only one item, Ivan Vartanian’s Artwork: Seeing Inside the Creative Process (2011). It 

presents both visual and written analyses of each practitioner’s creative process, with commentary 

provided by the author, the creative practitioners and/or co-authors. Vartanian reveals how the notebook 

can take many forms, from the humble sketch in a book to an idea space. He presents an expanded idea 
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of a notebook, as he discovered that the bulk of an artist’s creative process remains intangible (Vartanian 

2011). He intentionally engages the artists in moments of self-reflection, which in some cases leads to 

the creation of new material, such as photography and/or written texts to accompany the work 

explaining their creative process. This work demonstrates the diversity of creative practice and 

subsequently the visual journal in art and design, as many practitioners featured are multi-disciplinary.  

In an example of the observer-vs-creator perspective on the visual journal, artist and graphic designer 

Tadanori Yokoo, who has exhibited his journals alongside his work, revealed, ‘Even if I am complimented 

[about my journals], I’m not happiest in the slightest. The reason being that journals operate outside the 

perimeter of art, without much creative intent’ (Yokoo in Vartanian 2011). Yokoo maintains his journals 

are different to his final art and does not see a direct connection; however, author of the commentary in 

the book Yoshio Suzuki does see a very clear personal handwriting and creative thread between the 

artwork and the journals. The relationship between the journals and artworks are thus seen very 

differently by the creator and observer. While neither is wrong, the questions on how, why and when the 

observation of journals is useful or even necessary remain debatable. 

 

 
Fig. 34 - Exhibited visual journals of Tadanori Yokoo (Vartanian 2011, pp. 24-25) 

 

Vartanian also demonstrates how visual journals can take unconventional forms. Writer Will Self 
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surrounds himself with Post-it notes that contain snippets of inspiration and thoughts layered on walls 

and eventually, as chaos ensues, are organised into scrapbooks. The practice of capturing thoughts, 

making them tangible and organising them symbolises in essence the ideation process for most creative 

practitioners.  While the Post-it note practice began as a way of overcoming short-term memory loss, it 

quickly turned into a form of systemic chaos and a regular way of working, as Self explains, ‘Writing is all 

rewriting. The notes and the sticky notes are a kind of pre-writing’ (Self in Vartanian 2011). In replacing 

the verbal with the visual, drawing could be considered re-drawing for the designer and the sketches and 

visuals a kind of pre-designing.  

 

 
Fig. 35 - Post-it walls in the creative workspace of Will Self (Vartanian 2011, pp. 14-15) 

 
Quadrant 4 

Quadrant 4 holds references that provide interpretation and deeper observation and with more scholarly 

analysis supporting the visuals. Few books take on the visual journal in a more analytical context than 

Jennifer New’s book Drawing from Life: The Journal as Art (2007), which provides deep insight into the 

role and use of the visual journal. For New, the visual aspect of the journals offers the greatest insight 

into the designer's mind and way of working; the visual language also makes these journals alluring, 

even endearing, for both creator and observer. Crafted authentically with a personal visual code, the 

journals become, albeit unintentionally, almost biographical and remain undecipherable enough to be 
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shared without revealing all, providing a degree of privacy for the creator and igniting curiosity in the 

observer.  

 

In her in-depth analysis, New showcases the designer as an individual and the role that the visual journal 

plays in their creative process, as she explains: 

 

The journal’s primary purpose is to serve as a place for its author to sort ideas and observations. An internal 

dialogue runs through its pages, of which one contributor says, 'It’s the only truly frank conversation I can 

ever have. … In the end, journals may show more fully than any finished piece what it has meant to be us 

(New 2007, p.18). 

 

Unlike O’Donnell’s (2009) more candid classification, New organised her book into four sections that 

correlate to the stages of the creative process described as (1) Observation, (2) Reflection, (3) Exploration 

and (4) Creation. While the journals could display work from all four areas, New looked for the dominant 

style of the journal and classified it as such. In the first section, she brought together journals that 

predominantly display observations of the self or the practitioner’s immediate environment. The second, 

reflective, section shows practitioners who are more apt at applying a layer of meaning or significance to 

what they are observing; the third section, exploration, shows journals that contain records of personal 

journeys and/or investigations of ideas or concepts, and the fourth, the creation section, focuses on the 

realisation of ideas (New 2007).  

 

The journals New examined in the Observation section reveal collections of curiosities, some almost 

scientific in their detail, while others are expressive or merely representational. Capturing what New 

describes as ‘collecting the unexpected’, the journals of illustrator Maira Kalaman are filled with pen and 

ink sketches that represent her ongoing examination of daily life and travel experiences. She stockpiles 

these observations alongside other sourced material in her office, waiting to be used in her work.  
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Fig. 36 - Observational drawings of Maira Kalaman (New 2007, pp. 23, 25)  

 
 

New noted that the more reflective journals tended to be predominantly visual, and those of artists who 

actively encouraged reflection in practice. She articulated a view of reflective practice that was not only 

particularly relevant at the time of writing this thesis, but fully supports the findings of this study.  

 

Reflection is one antidote to the numbness caused by this cultural overload: patient, ongoing consideration 

of the significance of the world to oneself. Our society makes little room for reflection; we are so focused 

on the future that thoughtful examination of the past and present are rarely encouraged. Yet to be fruitful, 

reflection must be honed through practice, it must become ritualistic (New 2007).  

 

Calling for a more mindful approach, she highlights how reflection can create space, time and focused 

thinking and be a necessary bridge from observation to exploration.  

 

Trained in both art and science, architect Anderson Kenny produced journals that are a place of personal 

exploration and making sense of his world. ‘The results are coded images whose meaning is not apparent 

to anyone but their author’ (New 2007, p. 82). While his final pages are neat, organised and contained, 
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Kenny assures New in their correspondence that they are the work of much reflection and creative 

processing, revealing how hidden and personal this process can be for designers.  

 
 

Fig. 37 - Reflective sketching of Anderson Kenny (New 2007, pp. 83, 86-7) 

 

The journals New collated in the exploration section represent visual journeys. There is an innate sense 

of discovery in these journals that reveal an uninhibited sense of creative play, and what appears to be 

the ability of these designers to adopt a child-like or beginner’s mindset, despite being experienced 

practitioners, a concept Goldschmidt alludes to in the previous section in her analysis of drawing in 

design.  

 

This explorative mindset can be seen in furniture designer Erica Bohanon’s journals as she sketches 

freely and almost obsessively. Her hurried studies and repetitious subject matter show her exploratory 
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thinking through the constant rendering of form. 

 

 

Fig. 38 - Form studies of Erica Bohanon (New 2007, pp. 122-23)  

 

It is the process rather than the outcome that appears to be celebrated in the journals in the last section, 

Creation. As New explains, ‘A journal of creation serves as a witness, scribe, and memory. It is a continuing 

dialogue of the creative impulse from inkling to realisation’ (New 2007). New draws on Dewy’s words on the 

transformational aspects of artistic practice: 

 

With respect to the physical materials that enter into the formation of a work of art, everyone knows that 

they must undergo change. Marble must be chipped; pigments must be laid on canvas; words must be put 

together. It is not so generally recognised that a similar transformation takes place on the side of ‘inner’ 

materials, images, observations, memories and emotions (Dewy in New 2007, p 152). 

 

New brings to our attention how the visual journal both documents and facilitates the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ 

material transformation Dewey speaks of. In acknowledging this, we can draw links between the visual 

journal and reflective practice, where the journal facilitating the transformation can be considered an 

important tool in that process. 
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The journals of former graphic designer and quiltmaker Denise Schmidt are a homage to her creative 

process, filled as they are with sketches for quilt compositions, colour studies, doodles and other mixed 

media, or ‘stuff of life’, as she calls it. Her journals travel with her on inspiration trips and its pages and 

contents also surround her on the walls in her studio. She maintains that her journaling practice helps 

her process her inner and outer world, channelling them directly into her work, and exemplifying New’s 

description of a journal of creation.  

 

Fig. 39 - Textile composition studies of Denise Schmidt (New 2007, pp. 177, 179-80) 
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Walter Isaacson’s biography Leonardo Da Vinci (2017) has been included in this quadrant as it is told 

primarily through the extensive analysis of his notebooks, a point Isaacson makes constant reference to 

throughout. The continual study of Leonardo’s notebooks by scholars of many disciplines since their 

discovery is perhaps one of the strongest examples of the importance and use of the visual journal to 

date, as they simultaneously served as an active idea space, a record of work and continue to provide 

evidence of Leonardo’s creative thinking long after his death. Leonardo’s creative genius was largely 

unacknowledged publicly during his lifetime as he did not publish any of his findings. It was not until his 

notebooks were discovered 200 years later, i.e., in the early 18th century, that the full extent of his talents 

and genius were revealed as there was a record of his thinking.  

 

Isaacson rightly praises the works of genius that Leonardo is known for, but equally reveals and 

celebrates Leonardo’s shortcomings and failures. The notebooks revealed a large amount of unfinished or 

failed work and abandoned ideas, all of which were just as important and as relevant as the masterpieces 

that he completed. In using the notebooks as the foundation for his biography, Isaacson brings forward a 

more complete picture of the creative man that Leonardo was.   

 

A self-proclaimed disciple of experience and a natural visual thinker, Leonardo was an exceptionally 

curious man whose life trajectory allowed him to develop talents and skills across theatre, art, 

engineering and science, all of which influenced one another. He possessed all the paradoxical 

personality traits of a highly creative individual and the mind of a great designer and hybrid creative. 

Isaacson highlights his ability to think systemically and make connections across the disciplines of arts 

and sciences, humanities and technology are what characterise him as the quintessential Renaissance 

Man and his creative genius that defined the innovative era in which he lived (Isaacson 2017). 

 

As she traces the history of sketching in relation to design expertise in her work, Goldschmidtt points out 

that sketching proliferated in artistic circles in Europe after the invention of movable-type printing and 

the first printing presses in Rome during the late fifteenth century, which was also Leonardo’s time. This 
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made quality paper affordable and obtainable and gave artists the luxury of making study sketches, 

which facilitated the innovative thinking of the time.  ‘Most appropriately, the incomplete, partial rapidly 

hand-drawn images on paper that we refer to as study sketches were called ‘pensieri’ meaning ‘thoughts’ 

in contemporary Italian. Sketches were then, and still are today, an aid to thinking and, we maintain under 

certain circumstances, their making is thinking itself’ (Goldschmidtt 2003, p. 80). 

 

Alongside his sketches, Leonardo wrote in reverse, or in mirror script from left to right, which would 

require his verbal and visual hemispheres, or left and right sides of his brain, to interact and process 

information in an unconventional way. Pages were rarely dated, and as paper was scarce, each corner was 

used to record observations, personal notes, drawings of his lover, studies of the natural world and 

disparate pieces of information. His thoughts constantly collided on the page, leaving a trail only 

Leonardo could truly make sense of, as seen in Fig. 40.  

 

 
 

Fig. 40 - A notebook sheet c. 1490 by Leonardo Da Vinci (Isaacson 2017, p. 109)
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Lastly, the academic studies referenced in this quadrant tended to come from art-based practices for 

research purposes. Visual journals appear to be referred to and exhibited in art practice more readily than 

in design. The investigations into contemporary creation, use, contents, public and private nature and 

significance to the artist and their creative process undertaken in these studies are similar to the nature 

of investigations in this research. The study of the use and role of the visual journal in art and design 

practice is a means of further understanding the creative process in general and the visual journal in 

particular as both a creative practice and a research tool.  

Conclusion 

The visual journal represents to some extent the designer’s creative process, and why many designers 

revel in creating and using them. The reward of the creative process is the process itself; this is why 

Leonardo was constantly squaring the circle, why Karl Largerfield constantly drew, and why many 

designers in all fields are never without some sort of visual journaling tool emptying their thoughts, 

observations and ideas wherever they go.  

The role and importance of the visual journal lies not in the form it takes, or what specific contents it 

contains, but that it exists and what it represents, which is a person, creative process and a period in time. 

It represents a thinking space and place where the designer is personally and creatively free to make 

sense of the world around them or make sense of the design brief and gather their knowledge and 

experiences past and present to formulate a response through their work. The designer’s creative 

practice, which is an inherently reflective practice built on experience, is revealed through the visual 

journal. 
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3. METHODOLOGY  

3.1 OVERVIEW  
Using a qualitative research approach, this study draws upon the principals of reflective practice as the 

main methodological framework that was outlined in Chapter 2. The focus of the research involved 

uncovering insights from experienced creative design professionals engaged in practice and two research 

methods were employed to gather data.  

 

The first method was an online survey and the second was a series of one-to-one semi-structured 

interviews. The online survey was conducted first to gather general insights, and as a tool to recruit 

participants. The data obtained was reviewed, key themes were identified and the latter then used to 

structure the interview questions. The data gathered from the in-depth interviews were then used to 

generate individual case studies on visual journal use and idea generation in fashion design practice that 

were then cross-referenced and synthesised into the final key themes that make up the findings of this 

study. Both methods are outlined in more detail in the next two sections of this chapter.  

 

The data synthesis approach used for the survey differed from that used for the interviews. The survey 

data was collated and manually processed, with a key theme list generated by colour-coded visual 

analysis (see Appendix B). The use of a visual code was important and demonstrated my process of visual 

thinking as I both looked for and created patterns in the data. The data generated from the interviews 

was written up as individual case studies before being synthesised into grouped findings.
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3.2 ONLINE SURVEY  
The online survey was designed to gather general information on how experienced fashion and textile 

design professionals in Sydney and Melbourne approach their creative work in practice, with a particular 

focus on the early ideas stage and the use of visual journals.  

 

Survey Design 

The survey was designed as both a data collection and a recruitment tool. The survey questionnaire 

contained 37 questions divided into four sections, outlined below. The sequence of questions framed the 

respondents' thinking and provided a structure for data analysis. The full questionnaire can be found in 

Appendix B.  

 

1. Early Stage Creative Process – (15 questions). This section focused on the time spent gathering 

inspiration and forming ideas. The early stage was specified as the conceptual stage before any 

prototyping was underway. The sequence of questions was structured to get respondents to think 

exclusively about their early creative process from the very beginning, including actions taken, media 

used, documentation of any form and communication of concepts or ideas. 

 

2. The Visual Journal - (11 questions). This section focused on how designers capture inspirations and 

ideas and use a visual journal. Visual journals were specified as any type of collated media, including 

digital media, that documented work over a period of time, such as a sketchbook, notebook, diary, papers, 

boxed media, blog, website, digital files or accounts. 

 

3. Creativity in Design - (3 Questions). This section was included to gather the designers’ views on 

creativity in design after they had reflected on their own creative process.  

 

4. Demographics – (8 questions). This last section gathered general information on each designer’s area 
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of expertise, experience level, location and opportunity to express interest in the next interview stage. 

 

The survey was created and distributed electronically using Typeform, an engaging, intuitive online 

survey platform, designed to feel more like a conversation. The choice of platform was important not only 

because the set-up, distribution and collation of data could be done easily and efficiently but, more 

importantly, it could keep the highly creative and primarily visual audience engaged and open to sharing 

as much information as possible.   

 

Respondents were recruited via personal and professional networks using social media, email and word 

of mouth.  The survey was open for five weeks, targeting Sydney and Melbourne-based fashion and 

textile design professionals working across garment, textile, accessory or jewellery design with a 

minimum of seven years’ experience. Specifically, the research required participants who were designers 

and were either operating their own professional practice, running a professional practice alongside 

other casual or part-time employment, or in a position of creative leadership in a company or business.  

 

Target Population and Sample Size 

While the survey targeted Sydney and Melbourne-based design professionals, the majority of this study's 

participants were in Sydney, Australia's largest city with a thriving creative industries sector. While city-

based statistics were difficult to come by, state statistics showed that, in line with general population 

figures, New South Wales had the most design professionals (44,000 people employed in 2015-16) of any 

state, constituting 42% of employment in Australia’s creative services industries (NSW Government 2016). 

Melbourne, Australia's second largest city, attracted a smaller percentage of survey participants. Victoria 

had 49,380 people employed in design-related fields, which included architectural services, advertising, 

fashion, illustration and web design fields (Creative Victoria 2018). 

 

Statistically, it was difficult to determine exactly how many fashion and textile design professionals were 
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employed in Sydney and Melbourne at the time of this research in order to determine the size of the 

target population for the survey, as fashion and textile design is almost always grouped with other design 

disciplines and classified under general design in various statistical reports, as explained in the 

limitations section in Chapter 1.  

 

��������������

Fig. 41 contains key statistics from the survey data that show an overall positive interaction and response 

rate. While the participation rate and sample size were relatively small, the survey still provided rich and 

adequate material to analyse and link back to supporting contextual research in this study.   

 

 

Fig. 41 - User participation data snapshot from online survey platform 

 

Respondent type fell close to the target audience. The majority of designers worked in garment design 

(65%), followed by textiles (18%) and accessories (9%). There were a few anomalies that fell into the 

remaining (8%) – a stylist, product developer and two non-fashion designers.  

 

Experience level was high, with 75% of designers having more than 10 years’ experience working in their 

field, and close to half of these designers having more than 15 years’ experience. While positions varied 

with more in-house employed (71%) than independent self-employed designers (29%) in the mix, on 

average, 58% of respondents were in senior roles and in positions of creative leadership and influence. 

 

A great majority (79%) of the designers were Sydney-based; 18% were from Melbourne and 3% from 
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other cities.  As the participation rate of Sydney-based designers was significantly higher, the interviews 

and analysis focused on them.  

 

The average time taken to complete the survey was 27 minutes. This was slightly higher than expected, 

demonstrating a high engagement rate. Long-answer responses were on average quite considered, with 

several being both long and detailed. Overall, respondents said they enjoyed taking the survey, with an 

average rating 4.74 out of 5, which led me to believe the topic was relevant to them and their responses 

were genuine. Several designers added in the final feedback that they found the survey really thought-

provoking and taking the time to stop and reflect on how they thought and worked was an eye-opener.  

 

Survey Data Analysis Process 

The survey ran for five weeks and had a response rate tracking function to monitor participants' 

interaction. All the data was downloaded and exported, with multiple-choice question responses being 

downloaded in a separate report. All data was exported to Excel and organised into a summary 

spreadsheet (see Appendix B). Multiple-choice questions were coded blue and the long-answer questions 

were then separated onto individual tabs, with a comments section printed individually for analysis by 

hand.  

Each set of answers was reviewed, analysed and annotated, beginning with the multiple-choice responses 

in the auto-generated report. Although this data had already been numerically quantified by the program, 

in the process of reviewing by hand and interpreting the data, further observations and key points were 

drawn out from each set of answers. 

 

The same approach was taken with the long-answer responses, with each question being reviewed 

individually and key themes and common responses highlighted, colour-coded and annotated. Colour 

coding was not linked across questions. First-round notes and observations were made from an initial 

read through, then over the course of two or three reviews, common themes, key words and general 
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responses were coded and drawn out.  

 

Visually, the colour coding highlighted the dominant responses, which was useful in cutting through the 

detail and isolating key themes, many of which had connections to wider readings and core aspects of 

the study. Summary points were made at the end of each question, ranking responses in order of their 

prominence.  

 

Fig. 42 - Example of long-answer question with analysis by hand 

 
Key points from all questions were then collated into a spreadsheet of key findings and reviewed. A 

results summary was then written up and posted on a private research blog used throughout the study to 

communicate and share work and progress with supervisors.  In the process of analysis and synthesis, a 

list of key themes was created and used to form the basis of the interview guides (see Appendix B for 

Survey Questionnaire and Data Analysis documents).  
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3.2 INTERVIEWS 

The aim of each interview was to delve deeper into the topics and themes that emerged from the survey 

and to understand how each designer approached and documented their creative thinking in the early 

stages. This ranged from research, inspirations and ideas to what tools and materials they used, what they 

chose to share, and how integral these inputs were to their ideation process and the communication of 

their ideas. 

The 1:1 interviews were semi-structured, allowing free-flowing conversation with the participants on 

their personal experiences of designing, their approach to idea generation, how they used visual journals 

and visual media and their thoughts on creativity in design today.  

Interview Design 

Interview guides were prepared for each designer and based on the key topics identified in the survey 

along with the designer’s individual responses. The following topics were covered in more depth: 

• the designer’s experience and professional background

• their actions/behaviours and approach to the early stages of the design process

• their journals, including form, contents and the designer’s account of their journaling practice

• their communication style, i.e., how they shared and articulated ideas

• thoughts on creative timing and the value of creativity in design today

• their creative working environment.

A combination of open-ended questions as well as prompts and probes were used throughout the 

interview to guide the conversation. However, participants were very open and communicative, and 

conversation flowed well, with designers often landing on key themes without being prompted. The 

interviews were conducted at each participant's place of creative work, i.e., studio or workspace.  With full 

consent, interviews were audio recorded and photographs taken of their creative workspace and visual 
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journals, including specific pages or other types of journaling material shared.  

Participants 

Interview participants were recruited from the online survey, with more than half expressing interest in 

the interview stage.  However, the more experienced designers with a wealth of accumulated knowledge 

working in a cross section of fashion and textile related fields were considered for the in-depth 

interviews. All designers were extremely open, generous with their time and comfortable speaking about 

their professional and personal experiences and creative working styles. The collective experience level, 

the variety of work each designer had been engaged in and their success in the industry were all 

extensive. 

 

Initially only one set of interviews was planned. However, it became clear that a second round of 

interviews would be beneficial to cover two distinct types of designers who responded to the survey.  The 

first round focused on independent (self-employed) designers and the second round covered in-house 

(company-employed) designers. A total of eight interviews were conducted over the two rounds. Six of 

the eight designers were included in this thesis, three selected from each group. While distinctly different, 

both groups included designers working across garment, textile and accessory/object design. All 

participants were women and all designers had experience working as both independent and in-house 

designers. The two designers excluded were in-house designers to avoid one group being 

overrepresented. They also had not worked independently.  

 

Set 1: Independent Designers 

The three independent designers interviewed had between 10 and15 years’ experience each in the 

industry, all had garment design backgrounds and all had been formally trained at university or college. 

All designers had chosen to pursue their creative passions and while they had experience working in-

house, they said they preferred to work independently and be closer to the creating.  
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All three independent designers were involved in more than one area of professional work. Former 

menswear designer and print artist Kate was running an art-based multi-disciplinary practice working 

across fashion, music, illustration and advertising. Womenswear designer and educator Fiona had recently 

completed post-graduate research on sustainable design, craft and new design technologies. Former 

youth womenswear designer and trend analyst Elise, who simultaneously ran a social enterprise craft 

accessories business, was teaching sustainable design and social entrepreneurship and was a practicing 

art therapist three days a week. 

 

Set 2: In-house Designers 

The three in-house designers also had between 10 and 15 years’ experience in the industry, were also all 

formally trained and were all to various degrees in a position of creative leadership and influence within 

the companies they worked for. Each was working in large multi-brand corporate company structures and 

were responsible for both their own creative output and directing that of others. Earlier in their careers 

they had all worked independently.     

 

The in-house designers had worked at various levels of seniority. Senior womenswear designer Tanya ran 

her own ready-to-wear womenswear label for eight years and transitioned to in-house design work in the 

same area of the market in 2014. She was focusing on one category within a brand and led a small 

design team. Weave specialist and interior textiles and furnishings designer Joanna was general manager 

of product and innovation for a luxury homewares brand and had also worked as a freelance designer, 

trend analyst and consultant. She oversaw multiple departments across the brand, including design, 

innovation and buying teams. Last was Jane, the creative director of a multi-brand apparel company, who 

after successfully overseeing the incremental success and growth of one of the major brands in the 

portfolio, was overseeing multiple major brands, design teams and departments across the company. The 

brands all operated in the mass-market everyday essential apparel and underwear market, appealing to 

almost every demographic of consumer.  
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The collective experience and areas of specialisation included print, garment, textile and accessory and 

object design. All areas of the market, from high-end luxury to mid, niche and mass market, provided a 

broad cross section of work and expertise across the industry. Fig. 49 summarises this data.  

 

Fig. 43 - Table of designers interviewed 

 

Professional Context 

Although two sets of interviews were conducted and with a clear distinction made between the two, it 

was important to note the professional working context of each designer and the similarities and 

differences between the them all. While each designer worked in very different areas of the market and 

on  different product types, there were many fundamental similarities in the ways in which they worked, 

including their approaches to designing, the methods they used and the value they placed on the early 

conceptual stages of the design process, all of which became apparent in the findings. 

 

The most apparent difference was in the structure in which the designers worked. The in-house designers 

worked within a top-down corporate business structure, with systems, processes and reporting lines, and 

in designated workspaces with allocated responsibilities. They also had more people to oversee, work 

and interact with. The independent designers, by contrast, worked in a smaller-scale, self-created system 
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they individually shaped and had more control over which took the form of a more rounded system, with 

the designer reaching out from one central point across all aspects of the business directing, 

collaborating and creating. Both sets of designers had a network and system in place from which to 

operate, one being to a large extent prescriptive, the other being self-created.  

 
Fig. 44 - Visual depiction of the two types of working structures 

 

Within these structures, the in-house designers were responsible not only for their own creative thinking 

and work, but in directing the ideas, work and thinking of others. They also tended to be one step 

removed from the doing and executing of ideas, and the hands-on creative feedback loop, drawing more 

on their acquired knowledge and design experience to direct. By contrast, the independent designers 

were more closely connected to the creative feedback loop and responsible for all aspects of the 

business, both directing and doing as needed. 

 

��������������������������������

An intuitive approach was taken to analyse the data gathered from the interviews. While the 

conversations provided a rich amount of material to synthesise as designers openly explained their 

approach to idea generation and ways of working in the early conceptual stages of a project, it became 

apparent as each designer moved onto talking through their journals that the explanation of the 

contents of the journals themselves were not dwelled upon or explained in detail voluntarily, even when 

gently probed. The specific contents of the journals were secondary to what they represented. The 

journals revealed a handwriting, style and even personal code that did not necessarily invite or need 
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outside interpretation. As a creative practitioner and observer having reflected on my own visual journals 

and creative process as part of this research, I understood this intuitively. The visual journals were 

necessarily undecipherable to outside observers as they mainly served the user in-practice. While this 

was an unexpected discovery, it did not hinder the research process but rather, led to a focus on the 

designer's explanations to draw out what the various forms of journals and contents represented rather 

than examine the contents of the journals in detail.  

 

Throughout conversations and in post-interview write ups, key themes were used as markers to orientate 

myself around the information gathered, with space for the themes to expand. This approach built on the 

contextual review of the study and proved useful in the analysis stage when identifying the insights to 

either confirm or build on key themes that emerged from the survey. 

 

After each set of interviews, the audio records, imagery and notes were revisited extensively and 

translated into a series of detailed interview accounts on the research blog. These were also aligned to 

an evolving key themes list. Core insights and key themes identified in the individual interviews, along 

with the general data gathered from the survey, were then taken and synthesised into the findings 

described in the next chapter. See Appendix D for the full Key Themes list. 
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
In this chapter, the key themes are synthesised into the following four categories and then discussed in 

detail. The key themes are: 

1. Idea generation as thought-to-action behaviour 

2. The role of the visual journal 

3. Digital prominence 

4. Personal is professional. 

4.1 IDEA GENERATION AS THOUGHT-TO-ACTION 
BEHAVIOUR 
The survey results suggested, and the interviews confirmed, that generating ideas is a sensory, messy, 

intuitive, thought-provoking and highly reflective creative part of the design process. The data gathered 

reveals rich and interesting insights on how the designers operate in the idea generation stage, including 

their default or preferred behaviours and, importantly, the impact that their working styles had on the 

outcome.  

 

It also emerged that throughout the ideation process all designers were engaged in continual reflection, 

making each act or behaviour an intentional thought-to-action process rather than routine behaviour. It 

was very much a reflective conversation with the materials of the situation, much like the development 

or execution stages of a project. However, rather than being focused on problem solving, developing or 

resolving the idea, the focus was on defining, setting and communicating ideas so they were ready for the 

next stage.  

 

The Sensory Research Process 

The research process was spoken about with great passion and given importance by all the designers in 

the study, revealing the continuous search for inspiration as being essential to developing their ideas and 
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creative practice.  Conducting timely research was essential for designers to get a feel for what was 

happening around them and the world at large and marked the beginnings of the early stages of the 

design process for most designers. 

 

It became apparent that the intangible experience of the research process, i.e., the sensory thinking and 

feeling aspects, were just as important as the tangible material gathered, i.e. the imagery, the objects, the 

materials and the information. Both were considered relevant, even if not documented in equal ways, and 

left a sufficient impression in the designer’s mind, or visual memory, to influence their creative thinking 

and work.  

 

Through the survey and during the interviews, the designers described a combination of seeing, reading, 

listening and observing what was happening in their immediate and extended environments as 

important actions in the research phase. Firing up all their senses, they used the experience of gathering 

and processing the information to stimulate a creative response to the sourced material, resulting in new 

ideas.   

 

All the designers spoke of their research as explorative, going widely or deeply into a topic, then 

narrowing in on what was provoking new thinking, activating a dance between convergent and divergent 

thinking processes. This conceptual process often moved quickly, particularly for the very experienced 

designers.   

 

Creative director Jane said that she spends a lot of time in this early conceptual space and over the years 

has honed this skill. Her role focuses on having that overarching viewpoint or finding the next area of 

focus for her team to work through. She described her early research process as ‘the collection of insights, 

trends, and ideas that may not necessarily immediately go together.’  When combined with time to reflect, 

she explained ‘… it’s at this stage of the process that I start to build and distil the biggest thought that I 

can build on.’  These early stages are very important not just for herself but for business, as she feels that 
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this thinking is something she brings to the table that is ‘a really strong competitive advantage, that not 

everyone has or every business has. And, the fact that it can live in so many people within our [design] 

team, and that we’re able to bring that, keeps us leading and unique. And, in the creative process, it 

actually helps disseminate what to focus on.’ 

 

The research stages are similarly highly conceptual and continual for general manager of product and 

innovation for homewares company Joanna. Seasonal beginnings are marked with travel, and intensive 

colour and trend research. Travel was an important part of the ideation stage for all designers, especially 

Joanna, who both as a freelance and in-house designer has travelled extensively throughout her career 

and encourages her team to think and look broadly when travelling, urging them to ‘use every minute of 

every day. As, believe me, there are ideas and concepts everywhere.’ 

 

This wide-eyed and curious approach to trend and market research has helped shape business strategies 

and influence creatively the direction of the brands she has worked on over the years.  She also makes a 

point of engaging in critical questioning and thinking, intentionally provoking herself and her team to 

engage in reflective practice. She considers it an important aspect of her role and creative process. ‘I 

really think that my job is to keep challenging the preconceptions and characterisations we have of our 

customer and how we live.’ She considers looking broadly and questioning what she is seeing to be key 

in spotting opportunities. ‘We’re saying if X is happening, how does that look for us or how does that 

influence or change what we do? What’s the opportunity? They’re all the things that we start reading 

first.’ 

 

Given their more senior positions in large organisations, Jane and Joanna’s roles require them to be in the 

ideation space a lot more than the other four interviewees in this study, who balance their time and focus 

among research, development, management and execution of ideas. While conceptual designer Fiona 

works across all stages independently, she also values the research part of the process and dedicates a 

lot of her time to it. Her beginnings start wide and come from a number of sources.  
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I am researching constantly and festering my ideas for what I think sometimes is a long time. I think for me 

keeping away from fashion keeps me innovative as I’m trying not to re-create something, but to do 

something new. For me that could be if I go travelling, or I experience a certain environment, or I visit a 

museum, or even particular things that are happening around the world will influence me. I’m also quite 

interested in the future, so I tend to look forward rather than back. 

 

Social entrepreneur Elise has always researched broadly, exploring concepts and ideas, a skill that 

allowed her to work between design roles as a trend forecaster for many years, and eventually helped her 

transition into her current purpose-driven design and wider creative social work roles.  

 

For print artist Kate, building ideas is an exciting sensory pursuit, and one she thoroughly enjoys, 

describing herself as somewhat greedy for inspiration. Her process is very organic, starting wide, with no 

single vision or clear idea in mind; instead, she works through whatever she is seeing, feeling and 

hearing, narrowing down and merging ideas first before diving into developing them. While this approach 

seems broad and limitless, she is an experienced creative practitioner and a look at her work shows a 

continual evolution and progression of ideas.  

 

Womenswear designer Tanya described a ‘feeling or a mood’, or any visual imagery that starts a story or 

sends her down an unexpected path, as what sets off her creative process. It is a very active process for 

her. ‘I try to be as provocative as possible. I don’t sit on an idea – I get moving. These moments are 

valuable and get you into a state of flow.’  There is an element of energy and degree of personal 

exploration that needs to happen first in order to trigger the beginnings of a collection. For Tanya, the 

process is all about taking action by seeking out and surrounding herself with inspiration, references and 

materials, essentially creating an idea space then including her team.  

 

The research process was continual for all designers, dialled down in focus only for the more hands-on 
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designers as ideas were worked on and developed. Regardless of the designer’s position or focus, it was a 

constant source of creative stimulus for all. 

 

Navigating Messiness and Ambiguity 

When the designers were asked what their early creative process looked like, the most frequent response 

was ‘messy', that pointed to the unstructured and explorative aspects of creative practice. With their 

senses primed constantly to look for new sources of inspiration, all the designers were comfortable 

navigating a certain degree of messiness and ambiguity.  

 

In fact, intentional chaos and disorder were welcomed, even created, as designers gathered material from 

many different sources and set about processing and interpreting what they had found. This messiness 

was also reflected in their visual journals, with small, rough, partial clarifications of a thought or idea 

often jotted down in a hurry or sporadically in either words, pictures or even saved as digital files in no 

particular order.  

 

The degree of messiness tended to reflect the designer’s personal way of working. The designers who 

were closer to the making were also more inclined to be messy and with more material inputs on hand. 

Kate, the most hands-on designer interviewed, openly embraced messiness as a necessary part of her 

working style, stating, ‘It feels right.’  Once it gets confusing, however, she has a moment of ‘Oh I can’t 

think anymore … that’s when I tidy up, it’s reflective of my mental state’, which reveals an 

interesting mind-to-matter connection. 
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Fig. 45 - Kate’s creative studio and workspace environment 

In Kate's intentionally messy environment, there is a sense that things feel freer and more explorative for 

her and as her work unfolds, unexpected combinations pop up. ‘You can have a stack of papers and 

things; books open on the floor and you go "ha…!"’ Here she goes to the heart of her creative practice by 

adding, ‘Well, maybe that’s the practice as well, you know, as in practice you are waiting for those things 

to be seen.’ This is a clear example of reflective practice-in-action and allowing that conversation with 

the materials of a situation to shape the idea.  

 

Embracing messiness and the acts of randomness that come with it are characteristic of her creative 

process and also evident in her sketchbooks: ‘Oddly enough I know where things are ... you think – I 

made some notes, I can’t remember but it’s in a blue book and it’s in that one, not in that one, and then 

you go there and find something else, random things you put in that you’re not looking for and you go, oh, 

yeah, ... I like that.’  

 

The way in which she releases a lot of control, allowing things to collide and veer off course is not only 

reflective of her space and way of working but comes through in her final work, which is often described 

as experimental, intuitive and playful. She consciously allows the work to unfold organically from all the 

inspiration, material and ideas gathered. The ideas are then distilled down to their essence and into her 

engaging geometric prints or sculptural forms.  
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Tanya, who also describes herself as a hands-on designer, goes straight to materials as she gets going on 

an idea, surrounding herself with hordes of fabric swatches, vintage garment samples, colours, textures, 

tear-outs or sourced imagery. She finds the refining and culling of the clutter the key to arriving at core 

ideas. ‘I am very neat but there is just a moment where it’s just like a brain spew I think, you know you’re 

just tearing, I mean there are things in front of you, there are things just falling literally in front of you on 

the table and you go, that looks amazing … aha!’ 

 

The mess and intentional chaos do serve a purpose and in the act of bringing together all the materials 

and refining the choice, order ensues. ‘There is an element of order, I feel like there is a balance of both. I 

feel like the messy comes first and then you clean it up, you start pulling things away, and less is more. 

Particularly in the initial colour palette stage, I would have so much in front of me, textures, colours, and 

then I go, what months are these going in, and then I’ll slowly start to pull away.’  Tanya’s intuitive 

creation and use of visual displays is an example of what Goldschmitt refers to (see Chapter 2.3, Visual 

Thinking in Design in this thesis) where she talks of visual displays serving as markers of the designer’s 

expertise or visual experience. The process of visually displaying and arranging material is also spoken of 

by many designers throughout Chapter 2.4, Visual Journal Study, revealing how these seemingly random 

and messy displays make perfect sense to the designer and are characteristic of design practice across 

many fields, particularly fashion design.   

 

The refining of an idea can come about only from processing all the mess, or rather, what seems like 

mess to an outsider but carefully selected material to the designer. All the designers interviewed 

welcomed a fair amount of material collision, and for the less hands-on designers, while the physical 

messiness and hands-on work was left with their teams, they were able to dive in and out, pulling up or 

dropping in the inspiration needed to focus and direct the formation of ideas. Past experience in more 

hands-on roles allowed designers to move up into overseeing and guide the refining of the ideas, a 

position Tanya acknowledges she needs to be in more going forward.  
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Joanna’s role sees her working across a number of categories simultaneously and having to draw creative 

connections between them. While the business is organised around these set categories, she is 

comfortable freestyling in the creative process, and likes to dive into all the inputs first before refining 

and letting things fall into place in their categories. ‘There’s this kind of crazy whirlwind going on, but 

you are actually being quite organised, you are pulling order out of all of that whirlwind of mess.’ Having 

fine-tuned this skill over the years designing across a range of products and categories, her process of 

going wide and narrowing down remains fundamentally the same, with only the scale and range of 

considerations and amount or type of information on hand changing. Her ability to draw on her past 

experience to work creatively across multiple categories with varying needs is an example of her artistry-

in-action.  

 

Overseeing multiple brands and departments, Jane too has honed her skills in navigating ambiguity and 

sitting with lots of input. It is not as messy for her as it is for her creative teams, who have their hands 

more on the work, and it is more about finding focus quickly. ‘I’m comfortable with it, but I am more 

attuned to getting there faster… and I don’t know if that’s from being comfortable in that space or being 

focused on being able to direct and deliver for the team and help them have a pathway.’ 

 

The convergent aspects sit with her and her most senior team members, while the divergent aspects sit 

with their teams. Collectively they work on building up or refining ideas. As she explained: 

 

I would say though too, the more senior the role, you tend to have to let go of having your hands in the 

creative as much or building a story yourself, which you can get so much from. It becomes more about being 

able to really try and hone-in quickly to give my team the ability to focus, so they can go wide within that 

focus. So, it’s me honing a couple of key points, key things, or themes or opportunities and letting them go 

to town. 

 

In this respect, the idea generation process becomes a fairly collaborative one, with Jane directing and 
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guiding the focus. However, on a personal level, there still is an element of getting lost in material and 

seeing where it leads: 

 

I still do throw myself into it when I get to travel or be outside of the zone, or, it’s probably even in my 

personal time, whether it’s in the flow of reading articles and documents, or a book on a certain topic or in 

Instagram messaging and gathering and collecting imagery and filing, it’s very quick.  

 

With a high experience level across the board, all designers were adept at working with a large amount 

of input, navigating ambiguity and culling material to arrive at a focused idea or concept. The in-house 

designers could also direct collaborators and guide them through the messy process of idea generation 

due to the repertoire they had built up in this space.  

 

Channelling Intuition 

While much of the repertoire building came from practice, exposure and experience, it became apparent 

during this research that as the designers' creative skillsets and behaviours developed, so too did their 

instinct. Most of the designers found it difficult to describe but it was evident that their gut instinct 

operated as a type of internal creative compass that helped guide their thinking and actions, especially in 

the early stages.  

 

When asked in the survey if they considered idea generation an intuitive part of their process, the 

majority (84%) felt that it was, and that it guided their creative thinking. Acting intuitively in the messy, 

ambiguous ideation stage led to provocation of thought and chance encounters. It allowed for that gut 

feeling to take over by defying logic momentarily and adding a feeling into the mix to help narrow in 

and land on a focus.  

 

As seen in the examples above, experienced designers can go wide and narrow quite intuitively in the 

ideation stage. There is an element of operating from a subconscious place, and while the designers 
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acknowledged that this happened, it was hard for them to explain or describe how and when. It was 

intrinsic to their behaviour, tied to their experience and very much a part of their tacit knowledge.   

 

Kate was particularly aware of her instinct and its power. 'I kind of know what to do, I try not to jump 

ahead too far, either, and do a lot of research – whatever that is – even if it’s navel gazing or talking to 

somebody.’ While she was acutely aware of her intuition, she chose when to channel it, knowing through 

experience that often what you plan and what actually happens are two very different things. This 

balanced approach left her open to learning and evolving creatively.  Here we see the reflection-in-action 

happening both intuitively and knowingly, and perhaps more so as Kate’s artistic practice allowed some 

freedom for it.  

 

Some found it harder to describe, Joanna simply stating: ‘You just know. ... You know what the next thing 

is. Even if someone asked you and you weren’t able to answer it, you still know. That’s a weird thing to 

say.’ Tanya’s response was similar: ‘I just feel it. I know that sounds really lame, but it’s just like the way 

my mind works. ... You might question yourself, but you just know, it just feels right, and when it doesn’t, I 

don’t know why, it just doesn’t. It’s experience, you know what’s going to work, particularly in the early 

phases it is a lot of gut instinct.’ Hearing them both struggle to explain this, but know it so well, reveals a 

reliance on feeling and experience and the deeply personal aspect of creative work. 

 

Being one of the more experienced designers, Jane was able to describe a seasoned intuitive approach to 

her early ideation process. ‘With all of those insights coming in, it helps you to see really clearly, because 

you’re picking up lots of bits of insight and information, but your eyes and your brain can cut through it, 

we’re able to pinpoint where to go very quickly, which I think is also an advantage.’  She was very aware 

of the value of tuning into her gut instinct and could use it to her advantage confidently.  

 

The way in which the designers refer to their instinct and intuition has a direct association to the know-

how and know-what Polyani uses to describe tacit knowledge, and subsequently the knowing-in-action 
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Schön draws upon as a central aspect of reflective practice as discussed in Chapter 2.2. Even though the 

designers did not articulate this explicitly, observing their choice or lack of words to describe this inner 

knowing was a key indicator that tacit knowing-in-action or reflective practice was in play. The more 

aware designers become of their unique intuitive skillset, the more confidently they were able to work 

and lead creatively.   

 

Building Ideas with Intention 

While intuition nudges designers along at certain points of the process, having a purpose, fulfilling a 

need or gap, or following a client/company brief were driving forces and what generally set a project into 

motion. Strategic drivers linked to purpose, or a response to movements happening in the wider world, 

also sparked the beginning of a project or idea.  

 

The more successfully implemented ideas were not necessarily those that came easily or followed a 

smooth development path, but rather ideas that were built with clear intentions and needs that were 

formed in the early stages of the project. The combination of wide and varied research and ample time to 

explore and build ideas led to clear, focused ideas ready for the development and execution stages of the 

design process. This was more evident with the independent designers, as often their work came from 

more personal sources and they often allocated more time for idea building because of this. 

 

This was particularly true for Elise. Contrary to her previous experiences of working for large companies 

and bringing products to market to the demands of a relentless seasonal calendar, her work at the time 

of this research was quite the opposite. It was centred around slow design principles and conscious 

collaboration, that is, one product made by a community of marginalised craft makers supporting one 

another.  

 

Elise's social enterprise business was fully committed to sustainable design and ethical working practices 

and the idea for it came while she was on a meditation retreat in India. Her handmade accessories are 
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designed with a story to tell and to bring to light a more conscious way of making, consuming and using 

products. All her work stems from this philosophy and her clear vision and sense of purpose allowed her 

to turn down an exclusive collaboration with a large corporate brand confidently when it was clear that 

their intentions were misaligned. Choices made in the design process, even difficult ones, were easier to 

make when intentions and focuses were clear from the onset.  

 

Fiona attributes her ability to follow through on ideas to rigorous research process. ‘I’m certainly very 

disjointed in my research and I try to keep away from fashion when I do research. But I am researching 

constantly and festering my ideas for what I think a long time sometimes.’  This slow-burn research 

approach and chasing an idea that just would not go away led her to her most recent project. As she 

explained: 

 

That was years. I wanted to do that professionally and didn’t think that would work, and I got a little bit of 

advice saying that it wouldn’t. So, I just thought, ok, I’ll do a purely creative project that didn’t necessarily 

have a commercial outcome, and it ended up that it could be a commercial outcome as I followed it 

through. 

 

Through her research she was able to conceptualise what she wanted to do and was able to formulate, 

not necessarily a clear picture of the final outcome, but a clear intention with a solid framework to build 

on, acknowledging, ‘Yes, it did end up different, but very true to how I originally thought it would be.’ 

 

The Importance of a Visual Language 

While the ability to conceptualise and give form to an idea has roots in well-conducted research and a 

strong vision, all the designers also relied very much on the visual language of their field, specifically 

sourced imagery, sketches and notes, as they are building, interpreting and communicating concepts  in 

the early stages. They rely on imagery and sketches, not only to inspire and develop their work, but also 

to help portray a feel for the ideas and build a vision or narrative for the work before it is created.  
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'Imagery' was the top response to the opening question of the survey about what sparked the beginning 

of the creative design process. Furthermore, when the designers were asked what actions they took when 

an idea struck, the most frequent responses were to draw, write or visually articulate the idea in some 

way.  For most designers, visual articulation was more prominent than writing, and included sourced as 

well as personally created imagery, mainly photography and sketches. In conversations, many designers 

felt that with easy and increased access to imagery online, there was a growing need to either create 

their own or seek out more original sources of imagery from which to draw deeper inspiration. 

 

Sketching played an interesting role and was one of the most immediate ways a designer could articulate 

a thought or idea, often replacing or being used with dialogue and/or written words. Print artist Kate said 

she often defaulted to using sketches to communicate with clients and collaborators, as she explained: 

 

I think it’s easier to explain to someone... is it something like that shape?  ...then you can understand, and I 

can explain myself quicker. Vocally I find it hard to explain what I’m thinking and it’s very hard to put what 

you’re thinking onto paper anyway, so it makes it easier for everyone to understand. 

 

 Here we see the talking sketch being used to communicate thoughts and ideas, as discussed in Chapter 

2, section 2.3.  

 

Communicating Ideas 

While visuals were important to the individual designers to help formulate ideas and bring them to life, 

they were also very important in communicating ideas, with most designers stating they used both 

formal and informal communication styles. The informal styles were used mainly with colleagues or 

other creative professionals and often taking the form of suggestive sketches and brief notes or diagrams 

and disparate collections of visual imagery or mood boards in the making, while the more formal styles 

were used for non-creative collaborators, clients or business partners. These more formal styles relied 



 

129 

heavily on synthesised or curated content, strong visual aids and succinct verbal explanations to get the 

message across, particularly to non-creative audiences.  

 

Visual aids such as mood boards and image-rich presentations were used widely and given precedence in 

the presentation of ideas. While much of the key imagery gathered in the research stage remained a 

constant point of reference for designers and collaborators throughout the process, they became a bigger 

point of reference in communicating ideas to external audiences. It was here, in the number and type of 

external audience, that a distinct difference became apparent between the way the two sets of designers 

communicated their ideas and to what degree.  

 

With more people invested in the design process and outcome, particularly in a commercial sense, in-

house designers and their teams often had multiple audiences that needed to align and be able to 

support their ideas at various stages of the project in order for it to succeed. Ideas were expected to be 

delivered seasonally, on brand, on trend, aligned with strategy and sensor-checked for risk early on. This 

meant in-house designers spent extra time and a fair amount of energy in the early stages translating 

creative concepts and getting support for idea implementation from the wider business, a process that 

requires strong visual, verbal and written communication skills and the ability to fill gaps or relieve the 

audience’s discomfort with ambiguity as much as possible early on.  

 

With very real time parameters and expected deliverables, womenswear in-house designer Tanya 

explained that while she drew upon her experience and creative working style from her independent 

designer days to design the range, she needed a different set of skills to communicate her ideas many 

times over and to different audiences.  

 

On my own brand I could be more conceptual, whereas I feel like in a brand like this, I need to be able to 

communicate to marketing, the VM [visual merchandising] and retail teams, so it has to be a theme where I can 

still be conceptual, but I have to be able to tell a story … I feel that people are able to retain a story, understand 
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it and then talk to customers about it. But by that stage it’s generally well thought through and not as 

conceptual as when I present to the creative director, but it’s come from that. 

 

The use of storytelling has become an increasingly important way to communicate ideas, as it taps into 

both the creator's and audience’s imagination and gives some sort of body to the idea early on.   

 

In the early communication of ideas, Tanya explained that being clear and staying pure and true to a few 

main themes helped keep her ideas and ranges on track. The use of visual tools such as mood boards 

served as powerful tools in creative brief presentations and were used throughout the process, including 

range reviews and buyers' meetings.  

 

We use simple mood boards that we try to keep as pure as possible, meaning we get all our ideas down and 

once we define the themes we don’t really change them. Colour palettes and other details we may move 

around and update, but themes no. Which is really important because in a business like this it is a bit design 

by committee where everyone likes to have an opinion, you have the buying team, the creative director, and 

these mood boards are a way of saying it’s not about what I like, this is the theme, let’s bring it back to the 

theme.  … For example, if the buying team have missed the key look of the season, they go, oh well, but I 

find our creative director goes, oh, I understand, show me your mood boards again – oh yes, no, we 

absolutely need to have that, we buy it tightly, it’s important for the photoshoot. 

 

While the themes are open to interpretation, it seems the clearer the theme and points of reference, the 

stronger the message and more cohesive the outcome. Thus, the reliance on visuals in the articulation of 

ideas was important in driving the creative vision, and also for Tanya and her team in terms of staying 

focused during their process, as she explained: ‘Sometimes, I start pulling in ideas that don’t relate, but 

Sarah, my designer says, "ah … no that doesn’t really go", so it becomes a grounding point so you can stay 

true to what the brief is.’  

 

Homewares designer Joanna and her team communicated ideas identified from research and travel in the 
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form of a market report presented seasonally to the business. She also used more of a storytelling 

approach in her presentation style, with the support of visual aids. This broader storytelling approach set 

the scene for the interior trends and gave the more specific ideas and products being presented a home, 

literally.  

 

It’s not enough to just explain the concepts. I think we need to take them a little bit further down the 

journey. We use key words as our [trend] headlines and then we try and roll everything back up to them. For 

example, when we presented things around the rental and vintage economy in fashion, we talked about 

having less, … redefining spaces, … the personal wardrobe and the bed wardrobe and how we lose all of our 

sense of style and taste when we go into the bedroom. We thought that was a really beautiful idea of 

designing around personal spaces and wardrobes and I could see everyone looking at us going, 'ah yeah, we 

kind of get that, putting a silk pillow with a washed linen' … So I find ways to demonstrate the themes for 

people. 

 

For Joanna, there was a lot of emphasis on not just delivering the ideas but creating a conversation and 

clear picture of the themes in people’s minds. Part of the communication also included bringing the 

space to life, physically. Story boards for products and categories are always present and connected to a 

larger and inspiring physical space with samples and objects arranged to give a more holistic vision for 

the season ahead. She explained: 

 

I would block off two to three hours before sign-off and set up a little vignette because I needed to sell the 

dream. Selling the spoon or the cup wasn’t going to cut it. But then I would do a vignette and say, ‘Look, this 

is the magazine [store layout].’ And that was my way of integrating all the categories together as well. The 

idea of visually representing things and communicating the concept more clearly, was really, really 

important to me. 

 

For Jane, communicating ideas was a critical part of her role as creative director and she articulated very 

clearly the two distinct approaches she adopts. With her creative design team, she provides direction with 
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freedom, allowing the team to work collaboratively and build the idea from multiple viewpoints, thus 

enabling bigger and collective creative thinking.  

 

With my own team, I like to provide enough direction, but not cement my total idea within the team so that 

they can build on it, because I know if I can give enough direction and enough key points, their thinking on 

top of it will build the idea bigger than my original thought, or allow it to go many ways. And I know that 

this will happen, so I try to direct, but not be directive so that there’s scope in there to build. I can see 

straight away in their body language or how they adapt to things that they’re off, and that they’re going to 

add a lot more layers to this and build a bigger idea than the initial thought. 

 

With external teams or non-creative departments, Jane spent a lot more time and energy taking them on 

a journey to think differently as she presented early ideas, focusing on the opportunity within the idea, 

rather than the eventual form, establishing trust and taking on board early feedback.  

 

You need to go along the journey with them. You have to build that trust with those you share it with to 

know how early you can share an idea, but also take them on the journey so they actually understand, I’m 

sharing with you a very unrefined idea for your input versus a well thought out concept that we want to 

take to market. And, that they know the difference in those two conversations, which is quite difficult. It 

takes a fair bit of time with non-creatives for them to understand what input you want from them, and also, 

you have to be very open to the input they give back, and that’s hard ... to take their input and apply it to 

your idea. So, I think that’s been a journey for me, but one when I have been open to be influenced by, 

particularly, non-creatives. I’ve actually seen a value with who I partnered with, but without it confusing the 

whole. 

 

The approaches were different with both audiences, and Jane acted as an intermediary, forming a 

connection and enabling a type of creative thinking in both.  

 

It’s like two very different audiences whose brains operate very, very differently. Often with the team, I’m 

always saying, 'Remember the audience, this is a very different audience to a creative or a brand or a 
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marketing audience.' It’s having to take them on a different journey, and we have to adapt to their language 

if we really want them to understand what we’re saying, that they don’t get caught up in, and have the 

message land. It often comes with a bit of a preamble, but it’s setting the scene up for this is what this is. 

This is what I want to take you through. This is the sort of feedback I’m looking for. So, there’s a fair bit of 

set-up to put them in the right frame of mind. 

 

Here she exercises both the logical left and creative right sides of her brain, always thinking holistically 

to creatively lead, connect and work with both audiences. This was a skill she had honed over the years 

and a challenge that she did not shy away from.   

 

Jane also explained that while the process of communicating ideas could be challenging in such a 

structured organisation, it was worth doing early, because when an important idea was strongly 

supported from the onset and landed, it truly worked and could open up much more than a profitable 

product or range launch. She attributed the power of landing a good idea to rich beginnings. As she 

explained: 

 

Say, diversity, when we shared that two years ago, just as a theme, which was in design and product, across 

sizing etc., at a higher level, our CEO took away diversity in our business, in our organisation. These ideas 

shared at a conceptual stage can also stimulate a direction in our business that’s greater than a creative 

opportunity, which is pretty exciting. Sustainability is another one. 

 

While in-house designers had a few more audiences and many more hurdles to jump through when it 

came to getting ideas off the ground, being understood and supported in their creative work was 

important for both groups. Independent designers had much more freedom and significantly smaller or, at 

times, no audience at all in the early stages. Even with client work, there was more of an expectation to 

communicate or share developed concepts or final work rather than early ideas. The independent 

designers were much freer than the in-house designers to explore ideas early on and move quickly into 

development stages without having to disclose or gather external support. This did not mean that the 
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timing, challenge or pressure to deliver on these ideas were any less; there was still the end-consumer or 

client to deliver to and the market to operate in; rather the path for the independent designers early on 

was less obstructed, especially if they had established trust with supportive clients and/or had a strong 

market position and a loyal consumer following.  

 

Working completely independently in her business, Elise was the most creatively free of the designers 

who participated in this study to develop, explore and deliver what she felt was right for her business 

and when. Contrary to how she worked as an in-house designer, at the time of this research she was 

following a 'slow design' philosophy that championed social, cultural and environmental sustainability 

and her main audiences, that is, wholesalers and end consumers, were very much aligned and supportive 

and more willing to work through challenges.   

 

As both artist and designer, Kate talked about the more personal aspects of communicating the ideas 

behind her work, not as a means to have them accepted early on but simply understood once executed 

and to build her personal profile.  

 

People get me now, they get my work, or at least I hope so … I never used to [talk about my ideas] but I 

think I have to start now as I see people writing about my work or people saying things about my work, and 

a while back I would have gone, well, that’s really interesting that you see that, but actually, honestly now I 

feel that I’m needing to take ownership of that and go, no, this is what I did it for and if you see that, great – 

and this is what it’s about. And I think that’s a development in my confidence and my aesthetic. 

 

Here she demonstrated how ideas and designers were vulnerable to misinterpretation if not clear in their 

communication, while for Fiona, communicating ideas was more about narrowing down concepts and 

getting to the essence of her work to benefit her practice. She explained: 

 

I suppose I try to narrow down a really broad concept or idea, so that I can talk about that or discuss that 

within a few paragraphs. So, it really gets narrated and compacted down, in the best way that I can. And 
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then visually, I try to pull elements of particular silhouettes or themes in that relate back to that concept. So 

aesthetically you can visually see that idea, and you go, 'Oh yeah, I understand that, I get that idea or 

concept,' without hopefully too much explanation. 

 

Fiona rounded off this comment with a laugh, indicating that while she had confidence in her ability to 

get to the essence of an idea, landing the communication of it was never really guaranteed.  

 

In some way or another, all the designers needed to be able to give form to their creative thinking and 

ideas at the end of their research and inspiration stage, whether that was to proceed to the ideation 

stage independently or to engage a wider team to develop the idea further.  



 

136 

4.2 THE ROLE OF THE VISUAL JOURNAL 
Looking specifically at the visual journal, it was interesting to note that both the survey and interviews 

revealed its changing form and role. These findings correlated and expanded on what constitutes a visual 

journal in design, as discussed in Chapter 2.4 Visual Journal Study.  

 

While all the designers interviewed were happy to speak about and share their visual journals, they all 

commented on how inappropriate or unlike other designers' journals they thought theirs were. They all 

had romanticised notions of what others' visual journals looked like, when in fact their journals were 

similar in their informality and personal nature. It was evident that highly personalised systems had 

replaced the more formalised journal styles that many designers were introduced to early in their career, 

mainly during their formal training, and which were kept mainly as a learning tool and for assessments. 

In a professional setting, keeping a visual journal is completely voluntary, not necessarily shared and 

used as a personal creative and professional development tool. All of the designers' journals were a 

reflection not just of their creative process but also of their creative personalities, meaning they were 

often paradoxical in content and form.   

 

The majority (82%) of the designers surveyed reported that they kept some sort of visual journal, 

although not many kept track of how often they used them. Half the respondents kept only a personal 

journal, 39% kept both and only 11% kept a purely professional one, which indicates personal 

preferences. Half the respondents said they shared their journals and 81% would be willing to if asked. 

The majority of designers considered it a useful tool for creative development and helpful with the 

collating, recording, tracking development of and articulating ideas.  
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The Journal as a Tool (Form) and Reflective Practice (Use) 

The types of journals nominated by the designers surveyed mainly took the form of a physical book, such 

as a notebook, sketchbook, planner, diary, sketch pad, notepad or leather bound book, however not 

exclusively so. Digital forms of journals were also common and tended to be in the form of a digital 

platform or application, such as Instagram, Pinterest, iPhotos, bookmarks or computer files, and were used 

more for note taking, storing or sorting imagery or online references.  

 

Each designer chose to use their journals in a different way as their practices varied. The next part of this 

chapter details the types of journals used by each designer interviewed and how they used them in their 

practice. The types of journals designers chose to use were at times personal and related to the materials 

they selected to create their work. As previously discussed, the visual journal in design has connections to 

and origins in art practice; however, artists tend to work more freely in the journal while designers work 

in a more practical way, reflecting the nature of their creative practice. 

Looking more closely at the form and use of the visual journal in design practice, it is clear that a certain 

degree of visual material spillage from the journal into the practitioner’s studio or creative environment 

is inevitable, with the journal remaining a repository of ideas and information referred to as an archive of 

thoughts and the creative process. While there is an inherent personal nature to the visual journal, it is 

the contents that distinguish it from a personal journal or diary ̶ more often than not, it has only brief 

notes or limited material unrelated to the work or project at hand.  

Kate’s transition from designer to print artist and her relationship with her visual journals reveal more of 

this art and design overlap and her sketchbooks reflect her organic and artistic working style. She keeps 

many sketchbooks and describes them as being more like visual diaries or scrapbooks full of sketches, 

notes and colour chips. ‘Just a diary really, of things I’m seeing and jobs I’m doing and how it all feeds into 

other stuff … oh, they’re very basic…’ 
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Fig. 46 - Examples of Kate’s sketchbooks and page detail 

 
 
These sketchbooks are indispensable to her, are used mainly for mapping and drawing and she always 

has one on hand. They are basic and cheap, and she uses many. ‘I tend to buy a whole load of cheap 

sketchbooks and I tend to not finish them either … I buy a whole stack of them every couple of months … 

if they are not expensive, I don’t feel precious about them, so I chuck or stick anything in there … and it’s 

much freer. It’s very intimate.’ 

 

This attitude is the opposite of how she regards the expensive sketchbooks gifted to her: ‘I must have a 

dozen of them, and I haven’t drawn in them', which is something many designers or creative practitioners 

can relate to. We spoke about the myth of the beautiful creative process and how the image or 

expectation of this process, currently perpetuated in social media and other platforms, can often block 

the flow of creativity; being free of any expectations was critical to a truly creative process.  

 

Kate chooses to share parts of her process publicly on her personal website alongside her projects. She 

was also featured in an e-book, Sketching Process (2006) by industrial designer Tom Skeehan, alongside 

other leading Australian designers revealing their sketching processes. The work published was unedited 

and consisted mainly of drawings, very much the same type of material shared in the interview for this 

research.  
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Fig. 47 - Kate’s journal pages featured in e-book (Skeehan 2006, pp. 156-57) 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 48 - Kate’s sketchbook image shared on website 
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It was clear looking through Kate’s journal that the pages had no apparent order or dates, just lots of 

separate notes and sketches jotted down with a sense of immediacy. While it was evident that the 

contents had a particular relevance to Kate, that would not be the case for any outside observer.  

 
When asked if the sketchbooks were more of a way of processing thoughts as they come to mind, she 

responded: 

Yeah, I think that’s it – if there is something that’s interesting me and I’m not quite sure where to take it 

and it’s almost like, it’s like, I’m mapping it out, and I can go back into this and go 'Oh I forgot about that, 

that’s a really good shape or a really good pose', I can see a shape coming out of that. 

 

Revisiting ideas and sketches provided fresh stimulus for new work, or material for new reflective 

conversations. 

 
 

Fig. 49 - Kate’s project mapping and print compositions 

 
�
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Fig. 50 - Kate’s pose sketches and form studies 

 

 

Fig. 51 - Kate’s project planning notes 
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Like all the designers, mapping and the process of sense-making through sketchnoting was a major part 

of the early ideation process, and in Kate’s case, particularly useful for commercial briefs. It was a way of 

understanding where she was heading, which she described as ‘… trying to make sense of what they want 

from you ... and if I can get it down pencil to paper then I understand better.’ Kate’s journals fall into what 

New referred to in the previous chapter as creation journals as they reveal more of her own sense-

making and idea exploration than of her external inspirations. 

 

Elise was happy to share a collection of notebooks and books that were important to her journaling 

process. Her journals were all a little different; some were like diaries, others like art books or grid 

sketchbooks. She was an avid journaler, maintaining a strong practice since her early teenage years, and 

had invested a lot of time in self-development and creative development work over the years. This 

included completing The Artist’s Way (2007) program, which was written for creatives and encourages 

journaling among other practices as a way to tap into creative flow, as discussed in Chapter 2.4 Visual 

Journal Study.  

 

The program encourages morning pages, three pages of long handwriting upon waking each day to 

empty the mind of clutter. Elise adopted this into her creative practice and does it most days, revealing 

that it helped her maintain creative clarity. She was particularly interested in the concept of 'being 

in creative flow', and the deeply spiritual aspects of being in a heightened state of creativity, which are 

linked to mindfulness and meditation practices, a complementary foundation for reflective practice.  

 

Contrary to the other designers, her notebooks were filled with more free-flowing writing on any and all 

things that came to mind, as well as thought maps and some sketches for product ideas or projects. She 

kept notebooks for writing and sketching, and art books for painting and collage work that were tied to 

her art therapy work, which uses journaling as a form of reflective healing practice.  
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Fig. 52 - Elise’s journals in her home workspace 

 
The parallels between her interests and areas of work here are interesting, and personally profound, as 

she could channel and combine her creative skills and personal passions into a new line of creative work 

that emerged with the help of her strong and consistent journaling practice. Elise collected and filled 

many different types of journals of all shapes and sizes.   

 
Fiona, on the other hand, was more consistent and preferred to use the same type of black-bound, blank-

page notebook as her choice of journal, and was very particular about how she liked to fill them, using 

‘all black and white, with a felt tip pen'. This looked and sounded orderly, but she said it was not. The 

writing and sketching appeared loose and brief with lists, annotations, thought maps and ideas filling the 

pages next to notes from conversations, phone numbers, even the odd calculation. The chosen medium 

was particular, however, the contents were wide and varied.  
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Fig. 53 - Fiona’s sketchbooks in her home studio 

 
 
For ideas and shape design, Fiona always reverted to hand sketching, but for research and writing, she 

opted for the computer. She also kept a folder of printouts with additional notes, swatches and loose 

papers with designs and detail, which separated the more practical aspects and development of the work 

or project from the idea space.  

 

 
 

Fig. 54 - Fiona’s folder and sketchbook page detail 

 

In-house senior womenswear designer Tanya was also quite selective about her type and use of 

notebooks. They made a very specific appearance in her process, on research trips only, and her particular 

type of notebook was a small black hand-size blank-page sketchbook, of the same brand and size used 

throughout her career. While she said there was no formula or order to the contents, all her notes and 

sketches were all done in black felt pen and her journaling practice was very streamlined and focused. 
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Fig. 55 - Tanya’s travel journals and page details 

 

Fig. 56 - Detail of Tanya’s sketches and travel notes 

 
Tanya learnt to keep a visual journal at college which she referred to as ‘real journal keeping’. Her college 

journals were way more elaborate than those she kept for her professional practice, as she had more time 

to create them then and they were required for assessment. Her comment was similar to those of other 

graphic designers' comments in Schenk’s drawing study discussed in Chapter 2.3 that early sketches were 

not ‘real drawings’. Tanya confessed that as much as she enjoyed creating visual journals at college, in 

professional practice it was not a requirement and she did not have the time to keep journals with the 

same amount of detail. Over the years, she had kept up a less elaborate form of journaling, but a practice 

none the less that we see in her travel journals, where only important notes made it to the page in a type 

of shorthand.  
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Tanya revealed that she had honed her travel journaling practice years before the age of the smartphone 

and her sketchnoting style was more about ‘jotting down little details, a seam line, a type of construction 

or a line. I find the nice thing about sketching what you see on these research trips is not about 

remembering the whole garment, you’re not about ripping off the garment or replicating it, it’s literally 

how you interpret it, what you liked about it.’ In these on-the-spot hand sketches, the interpretation was 

what became important, the meaning that was added to the markings on the page, rather than replicating 

or simply capturing a likeness.  

 

Describing her journaling practice, Tanya explained, ‘It’s a good discipline to retain information.’ Her 

journals showed quick sketches next to lists of stores, galleries, restaurants, labels to see and places to 

go. Being on the go and seeing so much as she travelled, she revealed, ‘I’d have to stop along the way, 

either go to a cafe, sit on a bench, or a kerb, anywhere to stop and jot down what I’ve been seeing’.  With 

mobile phones, she found she was taking more photos and doing less sketching, which she admitted was 

‘a real shame, because my journals are less full than they used to be.’ She may have taken a photo, but it 

was not processed through her mind as a hand-drawn sketch was and therefore had fewer layers of 

meaning. A photograph was merely a record of the moment and did not capture her thinking the way a 

sketch may have.  In short, Tanya’s journals served as a personal reference of her research trips and a 

storage place for interesting details that sparked the beginnings of ideas. While she was happy to share 

her journals during the interview, she did not generally share them with anyone.  

 

Joanna was also particular about the types of journals she liked to use, as she explained: ‘It has to be nice 

paper and [a] nice book. I usually prefer it with no lines in it. Lines I find very prohibiting. That’s, like, a 

sourcing or technical book where I would write down fabric constructions and stuff like that. I’m probably 

less inclined to do a shape or a drawing or anything in that, whereas if it’s got dots in it, you know the 

little ones … I prefer that.’ She explained, ‘I don’t like being hemmed in and that’s a psychological thing, 

that’s nothing to do probably with my design practice. But I just don’t like having boundaries.’  While she 

believed this feeling of being hemmed in was not related to her design practice, many comments during 
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our interview suggested that she could navigate and work freely across the many boundaries that were 

presented as commercial challenges.   

 

‘I find naked pages or little mini dots are fine. I’ll often write words and headings in these things and I’m 

finding less and less imagery in there. It might have an active drawing that I use in the process of 

explaining something to someone I’m working with or communicating with.’ Here she acknowledges 

there are more words and less imagery in her notebooks, and that she uses the act of drawing to explain 

an idea when needing to communicate with others. Here we see another example of the talking sketch 

being described as ‘active drawing’, which is reminiscent of Goldschmidtt’s description of sketches as 

interactive drawings, and it shows Joanna's understanding of the power and importance of using a sketch 

to communicate her ideas.   

 

Looking at a notebook she pulled from her bag during the interview, Joanna explained, ‘I’m really 

embarrassing [sic] because this one’s not a great one because I do this, I start over here and I go back 

over here sometimes as well, [turns pages] which sounds super crazy. And I’m all about arrows and bits 

and bobs. Whereas when you look at Beck, hers is all really tidy writing, whereas that [points to her 

journal pages] would be my thought process.’ This explanation shows that each person’s notebook has a 

personal style and is a reflection of their own way of processing things around themselves and their 

thoughts, right down to their handwriting and how they make their notes.  

 

Below are images of Joanna's preferred book style and examples of her notetaking style. It is an 

energetic graphic mix of words, sketches, diagrams and lists, with arrows indicating trails of thought, a 

visual symbol (as discussed by Ware in Chapter 2.3 Visual Thinking) that can represent direction as well 

as abstract and conceptual relationships. In using arrows, Joanna created a symbolic roadmap to her 

ideas and thinking that she can easily revisit.  
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Fig. 57 - Joanna’s dot notebooks and preferred pen 

 

 
 

Fig. 58 - Joanna’s diagrams and shorthand notes 
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Fig. 59 - Joanna’s sketchnotes, lines, boxes and arrows 

 

Looking more closely at creative director Jane's notebooks, it is clear that key words, phrases, themes for 

ideas and brief handwritten notes fill the pages. Loose sketches and mind maps or idea clusters also 

feature. Simple small A5 lined notebooks seem to be her preference for jotting down notes, while digital 

spaces hold mainly visuals in the form of Pinterest boards, notes in the iNotes app on her iPhone or 

folders on her laptop with article snippets and images. 

 

Below is a range of pages from various notebooks Jane had kept over the years and had stored away at 

home. They show a consistent style and how important words, phrases, point form notes and simple 

sketches represent her creative thinking process. There is a conciseness and systematic nature to the 

pages, punctuated with sketches and points of emphasis as notes are grouped, circled and highlighted.  

The sequencing of words and the emphasis created with lines and markings around the words reveal just 

as much about Jane’s thought patterns as the words do. 
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Fig. 60 - Jane’s list pages and point form notes 

 

 

Fig. 61 - Details and key words or phrases from Jane’s notebooks 

 

 

Fig. 62 - Coloured notes, lists and boxed or circled priorities from Jane’s notebooks 
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Fig. 63 - Post-it notes and sketchnotes from Jane’s notebooks 

 

 

Fig. 64 - Jane’s Pinterest folders as digital journals 

 

Significance of Content 

A closer look at the journal contents shows a mix of both words and imagery. While in the survey 

respondents reported that their journals were filled with image-rich content and words were less 

dominant, it seemed to be the other way around in most of the designer’s notebooks shared during the 

interviews. It could be that sourced imagery was kept in other locations, or that swatches and other 

media were not necessarily kept in a bound sketch or notebook. The gaps in the contents of the journals 

revealed that the visual journal was not necessarily a traditional bound book but that it extended to 

other forms of collated media, particularly digital media.   
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When asked about what proportion of words and imagery in the journals were considered the designers' 

own, the majority said 'more than half, while a third said 'all of it'. This points to the journal potentially 

being used for personal articulation rather than gathering or storing inspirations for most designers who 

responded.  

 

Many designers spoke about the journal being a thought-processing tool, with the notes and sketches 

being jotted down as a way of remembering information and to process parts of what they, the designers, 

were hearing, observing, talking about or reading. This mnemonic act led to each designer having a sort 

of shorthand, one that only they could really make sense of, making the contents of their journal almost 

impossible for an outside observer to decipher. It was interesting to note that the content that made it to 

the page represented a vast amount of information that remained in the designer’s mind, in a type of 

shorthand acting as a trigger for a thought or idea, rather than a full explanation. This was important in 

showing that the designers' ideas lived in the incomplete state of either a brief note to self or a semi-

formed hurried sketch, to be processed and reflected on at a later stage.  

 

It was clear from the amount and type of contents in the journals of these experienced designers that the 

more handwritten and intimate the contents, the more they reflected a personal thought-processing 

space that seemed to be deliberately removed from external material and closer to the designer’s own 

thinking than to the material sourced.  

 

The contents also reflected the degree of order or messiness of the designer’s workspace and working 

style, as described earlier. Fiona referred to this specifically, describing the contents of her journals as ‘… 

all very disjointed. I then tend to pull it all together at the end, and it’s all these trains of thought, a little 

bit here, a little bit there. I do a lot of writing, written things, as well as sketches.’ 

 

When it came to speaking about or describing what was in their journals, few designers elaborated, as the 

very personal nature of the contents was hard to explain to an outside observer who was not involved 
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with the work. In fact, any explanation of the contents of the journals seemed unnecessary. It was also 

clear that the use of the visual journals in the moment they were needed was more important to the 

designer than the frequency, form or amount of content they contained, be they images saved on a digital 

platform or computer,  notes on the designer’s smartphone or scrawled across pages in their notebook. 

Nor could the designers say how often they used their journals. The majority (74%) of the journal-

keeping designers surveyed stated that their practice was regular, random and seemingly unconscious, 

meaning that while they did use a visual journal, they did not necessarily track how often. The habitual 

practice was important yet went unnoticed for many, which revealed an opportunity to bring the 

importance of the visual journal and the benefits of a creative journaling practice to each designer’s 

attention.  
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4.3 DIGITAL PROMINENCE 
In this section, i look at how digital technology has changed the way the designers surveyed and 

interviewed in this research approached and processed ideas in the early ideation stage. 

 

In the survey, 91% of designers felt comfortable using digital technology for journaling, but a majority of 

those felt they were not reliant on it. When the designers were asked about the types of media they used 

in the early stages of the design process, their responses were split between digital and analogue types 

of media, although with a preference leaning towards digital. Of the digital media used, online content or 

web sourced information featured the most, followed by image-based curation programs such as 

Instagram and Pinterest. It is important to note here that all the designers interviewed were trained 

before or just as the digital and internet era was emerging.  

 

Accessibility of Tools and Data 

With more and more programs and devices being designed not only for creative work, but also for a more 

digitally-connected lifestyle, information or inspiration today seem only a click away. However, the 

designer needs to go beyond sourcing inspiration to navigating and deciphering what is relevant and to 

then articulating why. 

 

When asked about the impact of technology on how designers think and behave creatively today, Jane 

acknowledged that while she had lived through the introduction and adoption of technology and the 

acceleration of access to information, she felt it was a matter of embracing it and staying ahead of the 

curve. As she explained,  

 

Technology is allowing everyone to connect to the whole … I think the speed of it is definitely changing 

things. Having access to information really quickly, being able to pull in a lot of information and always be 

fed it through a means in your life, I think, speeds up the thinking and the dissemination versus seeking it 
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out, where it might have been in trend books, magazines, and waiting for a show, waiting for things to come 

through in certain timings. It’s just flowing in now … 

 

… It’s even more critical for creatives to be able to cut through all of that because not only are creatives 

now exposed to that, everyone is. So, your commercial counterparts are looking at things … but they’re 

interpreting them very differently, whereas you’ve gotten them through your more interpreted perspective 

before. 

 

While the access to information has opened up a lot of new pathways, here Jane maintained that 

processing the information was still about sifting through it all and overlaying one's own thinking to pull 

up an idea or perspective and present it in a play of words and imagery to, as Jane described it, ‘get it 

going’. She noted that while her audiences were becoming more visually literate, use of words was also 

becoming increasingly important. 

 

So, you’re less with the pen drawing, I think we’re always comfortable with imagery and words and pictures 

and pulling them together, but I think the world has become more comfortable with that too and reading 

into what an image is telling you.  … But what you do with it is still the thinking process. It’s still similar. 

 

I think words have become more and more important to really clearly evoke, or even begin the creative 

process, evoking a thought or a theme as much as an image, to me anyway. It could be something that’s 

portrayed within an article, or maybe it’s the creative word, like the way that that’s become a little more … 

or maybe it’s just the articles that I have more access to or the reading I’m doing. 

 

It may also have been that in her role she had access to more information, reports and articles as her 

sources of material.  

 
While information had become easily accessible, so too had the digital tools and devices that were taking 

up more and more space in the designer’s toolkit and workspace. As our phones become our ultimate 

accessory and seamlessly connect to all our other devices, managing our day-to-day lives and the way we 
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communicate, the notion of whatever is literally ‘on hand’ is taking precedence over our way of working. 

This was very much a reality for all the designers in the survey, with the mobile phone or the mouse 

being on hand more often in the early stages for many than the pen or pencil.  However, none of the 

designers claimed they relied heavily on digital tools and technology.   

 

The increased accessibility of visuals also came up several times in the interviews. While this had opened 

up new sources of inspiration, the proliferation of imagery was changing how designers responded to it. 

It was also shifting the emphasis to authenticity and origin of the material and the response to, or 

interpretation of, imagery. For many of the designers, online platforms, from online magazines, trend 

forecasting sites and general online image searches to (particularly currently) Instagram over Pinterest, 

were used mainly for research. Joanna noted: 

 

Back in the day, which was not too long ago, it was Pinterest and then all of a sudden, everybody’s got the 

same images. Then when you start to see some of the trend books, and trend people coming in and it’s all 

the stuff I’ve got on my Pinterest account. I rarely go to Pinterest now. And Instagram is probably more 

concept than image now, to be honest. It used to be image and now I’m conscious that, because of the 

algorithms, we’re all aware of why you’re seeing what you’re seeing. 

 

Joanna said that original photographic imagery was the real stimulus for her, ‘I really love finding a 

photographer that I like and if it’s an image that I see on Instagram, I’ll then find out who the 

photographer was, and I’ll go into their portfolio website.’ Kate also was more inclined to seek out 

original sources of imagery and books for inspiration, as opposed to relying on online content only.  

 

Digital vs By Hand  

More than half the designers surveyed worked both digitally and by hand but leaned more (i.e. between 

50% and 80% of the time) towards the digital. This revealed just how intertwined digital technology is to 

the designer’s creative process today. While there are many tools and platforms available, all the 
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designers interviewed understood how and when to use it and opt to work digitally or by hand. Most of 

the thought-processing work in the early stages was done without the interference of technology, but the 

information gathering, sorting and storing was done with its help. This ratio would undoubtedly flip and 

grow as designers entered the development and execution phases of the design process. 

 

Like all the designers interviewed for this research, Joanna was of the generation that had adapted well 

to digital technology but remembered a time before it. While currently working more digitally than by 

hand (a 60/40%. split), she still maintained a connection to writing, saying, ‘I used to be much more 

hands-on than I am now. But I still write words. And it just so happens I think sometimes I end up writing 

it, because I’ll be in a meeting and I’ll sneakily go, "Oh, I’ve got something". And I’ll write that word.’ 

Writing by hand was a way of processing what she was seeing, reading or hearing. Her choice of tools 

was also very particular to her creative process. ‘It has to be the right pen. Certain pens I can’t think with. 

Does that even make sense?’ Many designers would agree that in creative practice the choice of tools 

was as important as materials. 

 

Joanna described her habit of at times furiously jotting down notes during presentations: 

 

I had a big, thick black pen and a really good book and I was just writing. I must have been 20 pages in and 

I could see him thinking, 'What is she writing?' He wouldn’t have been able to read it anyway, probably. But I 

knew that I would probably skim through it and maybe pull a few words from it going back, but it was the 

process of the writing that was really important in that forum for me to get it in my head. … And buyers will 

often say, ‘You don’t need to write that, I’ve got a copy that I’ll give you at the end or I’ll email you this.’ And 

I’m, like, ‘No, you don’t understand, this is just what I do’. And if I don’t do this, it’ll never sink in. 

 

Much like the weaving process in which she was trained as a designer, for Joanna the mind-to-hand 

connection played a big role for her in understanding and processing what was being presented in any 

given moment. It was not about getting the information down, it was about the act of digesting what was 

being said, following it and taking what she needed from it as it was being presented, demonstrating how 
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the manual processing directly engages the mind and thought processes. 

 

Fiona’s experience with digital draping showed how the relationship between technology and manual 

processes were connecting more closely. Fiona had embraced both digital and by-hand practices in her 

process, with a particular interest in preserving the latter (and thereby returning to the craft of fashion), 

while exploring the former through digital draping. It was interesting to learn that she found the 

experience of digital draping very intuitive. While she did embrace the new technology, she would still 

revert to hand drawing, which could be attributable to her past ingrained experience with drawing and 

her limited experience with the new technology. 

 

The thing that interested me about digital technology and being creative is that it’s not a natural thing and 

I wondered whether we could get that same feeling as the creative process that you get with draping. Can I 

transfer that? Can I experience that same feeling with a program? … Yes, there is potential for that. … When 

I moved into CLO 3D [a digital draping application], I thought this was really intuitive and very focused on 

that natural draping process, I wish I had more time with this. There is potential to re-create that feeling 

with it, it’s hands-on, pinning garments, draping, pinning fabric … you start to visualise the process as you 

are doing it. 

 

Here is a case of technology looking to replicate the conversation with materials that the designer has 

during the garment draping process. Fiona found it fairly similar to the real process, with which she was 

very familiar. Discussing this interaction and the fact that the technology helped with testing and 

simulating ideas, Fiona acknowledged that either way, digitally or by hand, ‘It is a part of the process and 

fashion design is about constantly reflecting’. Much like the quick sketch, here we see a case for a new 

type of technology designed to test and simulate garment shapes and designs while reducing material 

waste and time. Here Fiona directly referred to her reflective practice and engaging in a feedback loop 

cycle to push the limits of the technology while exploring and simulating ideas.  

 

It was evident that while these designers relied heavily on digital tools and the use of technology to 
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gather, sort and collate information, they were not totally dominated by it. The mind-to-hand connection 

when processing or articulating ideas was still very important, with manual or hands-on work very 

present in the visual journals and early ideas stage. Regardless of how digitally literate the designers 

were, all returned to sketch, write or map out ideas by hand before sending them back out through the 

various digital media channels to be developed and executed. This gave their work a very individual and 

personal dimension.  
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4.4 PERSONAL IS PROFESSIONAL 
This last section brings to light the personal aspect of creative work, which has become apparent in the 

findings so far. The personal aspects of creative work are important and often overlooked as the work at 

hand remains the focus. This study has revealed that the personal interpretation and individual 

approaches to the creation and communication of ideas and management of the work from the early 

stages onwards are as much a part of the DNA and success of the work as the materials and methods.  

 

The sensory aspects of practice that are embodied in the exploration of an idea exist first in the 

designer’s mind and creative environment. The journals reveal this and the individual’s creative thinking 

that powers their process. Without the owners of the journals providing commentary or revealing their 

personal story, the journals remain undecipherable and insights into their creative thinking elusive. This 

section reveals each designer’s relationship with their professional creative self and how the personal is 

professional and vice-versa.  

 

Creative Crossover  

For all of the designers in this research, the personal and professional crossover was unavoidable. Just 

how much crossover varied per person, but all the designers acknowledged they were inseparable and 

each one managed the crossover differently. As we saw in Chapter 2.1 on creativity in design, creative 

work requires a particularly open mindset and the ability to navigate different perspectives. While the 

designer as a person can in hindsight be separated from the work, the connection to the person as the 

creator of the work remains a big part of its development, as the designer’s ideas and decisions during 

the development process drive the direction of the work.  

 

The independent designers are more visible as the person behind the work. Choosing to work 

independently positions them as the driving force and main identity or decision maker. Often operating 

as a personal brand, even if their name as the designer is not front facing, they are closely associated to 

the work and very traceable.  
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In balancing her work as both an artist and designer, Kate acknowledged the differences between the 

personal and professional very clearly, as either a statement or a question. ‘If it’s personal it’s a 

statement – this is it, this is mine. Done. How I want it. Whereas a purely commercial illustration, 

commercial work is a question – 'So would you like it like this?' Because this is how I’m feeling ...  and 

It’s not that you’re shrinking away from anything or not confident about it, you’re just trying to fulfil a 

brief.’ This ability to distinguish the two in this way while maintaining a personal creative identity shows 

creative confidence and artistry and suggests an ability to manage the flow of an idea or project from 

the onset with the required perspective.  

 

However, while these distinctions may have been evident in the type of work she was doing, from Kate’s 

own perspective, the personal and professional aspects of her practice were one and the same, as the 

work was all coming from her world. Her sketchbooks showed this, with shopping lists and other 

personal notes – ‘call mum’ – mixed in with sketches and other project work. While she admitted that she 

tried from the outset to be a little more organised, or ‘professional’, setting aside specific sketchbooks for 

big projects, they always ended up being mixed up in the usual clamour of life. There was hardly a 

distinct line between the two, as she explained: 

 

For me it would be juggling too many personalities …  and I don’t want to be false representing. I’ll open 

my journal and there might be things in there you might not want to see, like rubbish drawings, my 

shopping list but your information directed at you will be in there, and it’s a case of accept it for all it is, 

this is me … There’s a sense of honesty about it as well. 

 

For Elise there was also no real distinction between her personal and professional work. In fact, personal 

was professional, as her passion for sustainability and ethical design drove her and her work. The people 

with whom she collaborated, the students she taught and the marginalised people she helped took 

centre stage in her work. This deeply personal approach of giving back through her work came to her 

after a life-changing trip to Nepal.  
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After establishing a successful fashion career, working for prominent brands as a fashion forecaster and 

leading a team of designers, Elise came to a point where she was tired of the relentless fashion cycle of 

yet another collection, began to question her role and realised she wanted to leave the corporate 

fashion world. She took a trip to Nepal to break away from this cycle, a trip that turned into, not just the 

beginning of a new business, but a defining experience that she spoke about as life-altering. It instilled 

in her a purpose and a creative drive that she had never experienced before and it sustained her 

creatively during the first five years of her new venture. She continues to make time for these personal 

retreats to sustain her creativity and stay focused and grounded.  

For the in-house designers interviewed for this research, the personal was not as immediately apparent 

and took its place alongside the professional. While there was still a crossover, it appeared to a lesser 

degree than in the independent designers, as the in-house designers had  a collective rather than 

individual responsibility in their roles. These designers aligned themselves to an external set of values 

or purpose under a company or brand, although a strong affinity needed to exist for them to work to 

their creative potential for the particular brand or company hiring them.  

 

When Tanya was asked about the personal and professional aspects of her role, it was clear that, while 

designing for a brand meant distancing her personal attachment to an extent, for her to be personally 

fulfilled, her design handwriting and creative values needed to align with and complement the brand, 

but in a way that was beyond personal style or taste. In a corporate environment, the designer needs to 

take into consideration and understand the company’s purpose, vision and strategic framework, while 

creatively taking brand relevant trends and inspirations and channel them into profitable seasonal 

collections for the intended consumer.  

 

I’m lucky I love the brand and in a sense what I’m putting into works I actually like, but I am putting a 

different hat on. I do have the customer in mind, I do understand her body shape, who she is, where she 

works, her age, but personally it’s not my ideal or what I’d like to be doing. … I don’t think it’s a bad thing. I 

really do think that part of being a good designer is being able to receive a brief and fulfil it. 
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Working on her own brand, however, was all about her own creative expression, as she described:  

 

It really was, I would drape about 80% of the collection myself. I mean, I never worked in a way where I 

had such pure creative flow, I would pick up a piece of fabric and simply start working on the mannequin 

and something would come of it, there was no thought ever of ... who’s the customer? It was pretty 

amazing. But it was really quite hard at the same time because you are putting it all out there and it might 

not sell. 

 

While for Tanya the creative process and focus while designing was more intuitive and creatively free 

when she was working independently, the reality of the marketplace and connection with the consumer 

were ever present. 

 

She also spoke about the ability to remain subjective when working for a brand as key to being a 

successful in-house designer. ‘Yes, creativity is personal, you feel something, you love something, but at 

the end of the day it has to be right for the consumer.’ This was especially true in a corporate 

environment where there are so many layers of opinion and interpretation. Even in a design team, where 

team members are speaking the same creative language, the designer needs to be able to step away 

and see the work from all angles. 

 

For Joanna, time out to step away from the work had become important to her as she tried to balance 

the personal and professional areas of her life and the overlap was sometimes hard to separate.  

 

It’s so big an overlap now. So big. That I sometimes get a bit overwhelmed by that. So I went away on the 

weekend, and I made a rule that I had to go 24 hours without opening my laptop, and I realised when I got 

back on the plane on Monday that that actually was a really important thing to do, because I was starting 

to morph everything together in my head and I was just getting a little bit anxious about it all. 

 

Alongside the personal dedication to the role and her responsibility to her team, Joanna could not 

switch off the creative radar she had for her work. ‘Of the stuff that interests me from a personal 
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perspective, I’m very conscious that there’s some work derivative in there as well. For example, a gallery 

is obviously like a first port of call for me, and it’s inevitable that you end up pulling some photos that 

you took from the gallery and using that in the work context as well.’ This statement acknowledged that 

what personally excited and inspired her was connected to working intuitively and having a feel for 

things that she channelled seamlessly into her work. She was also drawn towards like-minded designers 

who shared a similar sensibility for their personal creative inspirations and collaborated well with them.  

 

The personal and professional line was also blurred in Jane. There was an element of her own thinking 

and creative style that was at the heart of the team and brand successes that she oversaw. When asked 

how she managed her creativity, there was a sense that it was just a part of her, acknowledging that she 

needed to draw upon her creativity and feed it. 

 

It’s giving time to it, making it a priority, particularly as we work in an industry, and in a role where we’re 

creative, yet there’s a lot of execution and deliverables and other things. Letting creativity be a priority in 

your mind, in your space, even at home, on the weekend, is important. It is actually something that flows 

through you and that you’re always exposed to or open to, and you dedicate time to. So, where someone 

might dedicate reading time, I probably dedicate more of my personal time to creative, which my husband 

says, 'It’s just like work,' and I’m like, 'This isn’t work … it might connect to work, but it’s actually personal 

and also rewarding and it’s actually the thing that feeds you, that feeds your soul I guess, and then your 

mind'. 

 

 
On separating the two, she said: ‘I don’t actually. Sometimes I go seeking things that I might be 

personally interested in and challenged, that just flow naturally into something I’m doing at work, or 

from doing that, it will just spark an idea and then I go searching for other things that might support 

that or my brain goes off on a tangent and then I start looking at adding to that.’  This ability to be 

inspired, see ideas and opportunities and be curious to explore them was a personal creative trait that 

had served her well in the professional setting, a trait that many dedicated and passionate professionals 

have, that is not taught, but is inherent and self-actualised or developed through experience in practice. 

Jane explained: 
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I can very quickly go into the work mode of what I can do with this. I can spark for the brand, rather than 

for myself, which is good thing, and I can sense it while it’s happening and also it’s flowing, and I could 

then probably spend two days in that … and it’ll take over my whole weekend if I let it, because I just can’t 

help it. You think you’re onto something, that there could be something here that … being able to switch it 

off, or be able to go, 'Okay, I’ve clipped enough of that, put it over here,' and then come back to it. So, that’s 

had to be more of a choice, otherwise it would take over my life. 

 

This way of working appeared to be an intuitive and distinct part of Jane’s leadership style. The personal 

gratification that came along with the work ran deep and was what fuelled her creative flow, particularly 

in the early stages of a project, as she described: 

 

I guess I get a lot of stimulation from it, like, when I know there’s something building, it’s a very exciting 

thing. And, I see it. I know it myself when I’m in it. You know it’s a feeling and it just keeps growing, and 

you’re just going, 'Yeah, I’m on the right track.' And, the more you look at something the more it just keeps 

adding up and confirming, 'Oh yeah, I think this is the real movement here,' and I see it in you guys too, in 

the team, when there’s something, it is totally … it’s like something you can’t stop.   

 

This demonstrated clearly that creative work for her was anything but routine. 

 

Pursuing Passions and Autonomy 

It was evident during this research that all the designers had a deep interest in, passion for and 

connection to their work; they were also very autonomous by nature and in their work and roles. A pro-

active and independent work ethic was present, regardless of position or whether they worked 

independently or as an in-house designer.    

 

For all of the independent designers the decision to work independently was driven by personal choice, 

especially Elise, who left behind a successful career working for others to pursue a more dynamic and 

purpose-driven independent creative path.  ‘I have four different kind of jobs happening in different 



 

166 

spaces and they’re all at different stages,’ she said. She had set herself up to work in a variety of fields 

at the one time, with the intention of pursuing passions rather than a set career.  

 

While the parameters were more set for the in-house designers, the passion and drive to keep pushing 

the boundaries and deliver their best work remained strong.  Tanya was employed to draw on her past 

experience as an independent designer to re-set and shape a new direction for the womenswear brand 

she was working for. While she set aside her personal freedom and taste, she dialled up the same energy 

to deliver the seasonal collections and was at the time of the research evolving the new aesthetic with 

much success.  

 

Joanna’s early passion for textiles and weave led her to develop a sense of resourcefulness and strong 

problem-solving skills that served her well in her career.  

 

I thought I was going to do print [at university], but I ended up doing weave, which is not the most 

commercially viable thing to do in Australia, but it was the bit that interested me the most because I loved 

the problem solving of weave. We didn’t have any money in the department and my weaving loom was 

phone books tied to things with masking tape and god knows what, and I loved it. 

 

Seeing this, a lecturer at the time commented, ‘You know, you’re going to be a much better designer 

because you’ve had to come up with other ways to execute what’s in your head. You’ve gone through the 

process of trying to create the medium.’ Joanna went on to apply the same skills, level of passion and 

curiosity in all her roles, both as an independent and in-house designer.  

 

Jane also described herself as autonomous from the outset, something she also encouraged in her team. 

‘I was really driven to create.’  From a very early age, experimenting as a child and throughout her 

formal training at university, she cemented her desire to think and operate with a wider viewpoint. ‘I 

really liked creating something, not just one part. It had to be the full package, ... the whole thing.’ 

 

As a result, she worked autonomously in all her roles, which shaped her work and leadership style, when 
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either running her own label or managing big brands. Even as an assistant, her early experience in the 

industry set the tone, as she explained: ‘I guess my first role probably stimulated me to where I really 

wanted to be and that was really having a lot of autonomy.’  The first designer she worked with was also 

a real influence and inspiration for her. Again, she explained: 

 

Jo was her name, and how she led the team, a small team, who she gave a lot of creative freedom under 

guidance and direction. So, in each role, probably, I’ve been in from then, whether it’s been more junior, or 

the role I’m in now, [I've] tried to apply that same feeling so that allows others to actually thrive and come 

up with ideas that you can then take and mould and apply. 

 

Time In and Out 

As designers are closely connected to and involved in their work, their passions run deep. The need for 

time IN as well as time OUT of the creative process is therefore critical. The inability to switch off the 

creativity needs to be managed as much as taking time away to reflect on the bigger picture or even to 

just let an idea brew, as previously mentioned.   

 

Kate's work, for example, was highly sensory. With the early stages constantly ticking over in the 

background, she had to make time to stop and be still, particularly as she became more aware of 

constantly being ‘on’ or ‘doing’ and of the impact this was having on the quality of her work. As she said, 

‘You’re not really achieving much because you’re not stepping back to be reflective. I’m starting to realise 

how important that is for me as well, mental health-wise more than anything. But you’re always ticking 

away, always seeing something.’ 

Kate's awareness of the need to be still and to be more reflective as a result of over-stimulation, or 

working over periods of high productivity with many projects crossing over one another, came from 

experience. The mental health aspect was also important and connected to maintaining a healthy 

work/life balance, as her work was often drawn from a deeply personal place. This more recent 

awareness led to an understanding of the value of slowing down and taking time out, creating space 

and the right conditions for reflection, as she explained: 
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I’ve recently just started taking time out just to sit in the sun … maybe I’ll have a sketchbook, maybe not … 

and it’s not meditative, it’s just – sit. Being quiet. Trying to be still trying to enjoy that, and that has been 

the most amazing change for me. The more time I can take just to clear my head, the more inspired I am 

when I come back. … Thinking about not thinking, just observing and not worrying about being part of the 

production of something. 

 

This act of creating space and allowing her mind to work subconsciously to sort itself out had big 

benefits on the quality and her experience of creating her work. Choosing not to be actively engaged in 

the ‘doing’ at certain points along the process provided pockets of mental clarity, fresh perspectives and 

renewed thinking, the very things reflection-on and reflection-for-practice support.  

 

When Tanya was asked about her process of reflection and if there was any time to step back at all, 

reflection in the corporate environment was more on commercial results and delivering best sellers 

than on ways of working.  

 

Unfortunately, it’s a bit of go-go-go but, ideally, we’re going to be slowing down. As I explained, we went 

through a period where we broke all the so-called rules and we’ve now landed on things such as program 

fabrics and things like that, where now we are now trying to lean more on that and have about 30% of the 

range where we are really playing and experimenting, so there’s less reflecting on everything in that sense 

because we set up a good foundation. I mean we do have some space for reflecting but once we get into 

that tech packing phase, it’s just go-go-go. 

 

There was both a sense of hesitation that she was not stepping back often enough throughout the 

seasonal cycle personally and as a team, and a deep sense of acknowledgement that it was necessary to 

take time to step back for the creative benefits, and something she was working towards factoring in.  

I think I’m at a stage where I’ve had some challenges and some successes and I’m thinking I want to be 

more overseeing than in the nitty gritty of it. I want to be more overarching because I feel like I can do 

more from that perspective. …. it’s important to have that perspective because it does get a bit churn-and-

burn and I do think we need to stop and reflect on what we are doing but, unfortunately, we don’t always 
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have that time. 

Joanna’s creative practice was as much about her personal as her professional experience, which was 

why she valued time out to travel. This was not just to fuel her research process and be exposed to new 

environments, but because it gave space for ideas, thinking and time for reflection. She felt there was 

something missing in her current role as she was always on the go balancing her time between the 

business side of things, people, processes and driving the creative direction with the design team. She 

explained, ‘I was thinking about why am I struggling with this bit and this bit? And it’s because I don’t 

have the space to ferment everything, to ferment the thoughts, and that’s why I love getting on a plane. 

Not the actual flying but because I actually find I do a lot of brain dump on my laptop, or in my 

notebook on the plane.’ 

The idea of creative timing was also brought up, and the expectation of timing creativity with 

production schedules and a relentless seasonal calendar. While designers were always working on ideas 

in the background, working within strict timeframes posed personal and creative challenges. Ironically, 

most designers develop ways to work  around this in a creative way by understanding how and when 

they work best, not only to manage their creativity but also their time and to meet deadlines. Tanya’s 

approach was to make the most of the space and time she had to be creative.  

What I sometimes struggle with is that this job is 9-5 and creativity is not something you can put 9-5 on. 

Sometimes I just don’t feel like doing it, but I still have to do it. But I really love the moments when I come 

in early, around 8am, no one is really here before 9, and that hour I have I find it so nice, I put music on, and 

I have a lot of energy around that time and there are moments where you can just work really fast or slow, 

and other days not at all and I wonder, 'Will I have another idea again? I wonder, is there any way to make 

it balanced or is that just creativity?' 

 

Creativity and Commerce 

Balancing time with creativity and commerce is a critical part of the designer’s role and a difficult feat 

when creativity is an important variable in a sea of constants. When designers were asked in the survey 
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to rate how important it was to be creative in their professional practice, more than 89% considered it 

very important, rating it in the 8-10 zone on a scale of 1-10. When asked what percentage of their role 

was devoted to creative thinking and creative tasks the designers painted a slightly different picture. 

The majority said between 20% and 65% of their role was devoted to creative thinking and tasks, a wide 

range and with the biggest response being a clear 50%. This also revealed that for some designers, not 

much time was set aside for creativity, and for others the time that was dedicated to it was more 

focused and valued. 

In the final and thought-provoking question of the survey, designers were asked about their thoughts on 

the relationship between creativity and design today. The responses overall were mixed and more 

negative (58%) than positive (44%). The positive responses spoke of possibilities with a sense of 

optimism. Here designers saw an opportunity for the relationship to effect change and bring about 

newness. In these responses, creativity and design were considered linked and interdependent. The 

responses also hinted at a sense of confidence and openness and these designers came across 

somewhat happier in their role than others. 

The more negative responses revealed a sense of frustration more than discontent as these designers 

highlighted what was lacking, namely time to be creative, take risks and have creative freedom in their 

roles. There were also many comments on restrictions on creativity in design due to the need to be 

commercially viable in an increasingly volatile market. Connected to this was the perception that larger 

corporate environments or general business environments undervalued creativity. 

When speaking more directly with designers, I uncovered a little more about the sentiments shared in 

the survey about this tension between creativity and commerce. When asked about the reality of 

commercialising ideas and the interplay of commerce and creativity, Jane revealed a healthy relationship 

with it all, and no doubt a unique relationship that had been built up with experience over time. With a 

creative team primed to work on ideas as they came and to respond to market dynamics, she saw the 

tension as an opportunity and had set her teams up to deal with it in this way. 
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I think in many ways, we’ve been fortunate with the brands we have, that even though we’re seasonal and 

it’s fast, we haven’t been in the fast fashion industry. And, we’ve purposely chosen not to go there but 

within the dynamic that we work with in here, it’s a pressure, but it’s also a stimulus. I see it as something 

that just allows things to keep going and creativity to keep flowing. It’s the pulse, almost. 

 

Not allowing the pressure to turn into stress and become destructive was her way of using this stimulus 

to drive ideas to fruition. She enjoyed working within the tension that comes from the collision of 

commerce and creativity and was well trained in it.  

I love that bit. I actually love the challenge of that bit. I think it hones your idea and really challenges the 

creative thinking to an extent that you don’t lose what’s really true about an idea, when you take it into a 

product or a concept, or a marketing piece. It challenges it from being something frivolous to something 

that has a big impact when that balance is there. When the imbalance is more commercial versus the 

other, you lose the idea. 

While Tanya felt that she had creative freedom, the time to dedicate to the creative process and the 

support of the creative director, balancing the commercial and creative aspects of her role was the real 

challenge and she had to work hard at building trust from the business to innovate and propose new 

ideas. 

We do have a critical path which is really tight and quite aggressive, and it really is up to us as a design 

team to work together earlier … but I think it’s a constant battle. I feel that when I joined I was lucky as 

whatever was happening at that time wasn’t working and we were able to break the whole process, we 

just tried what we felt would work and had some amazing winners and some duds. Now we’ve held onto 

the winners, but then there’s always conversations about, well, what’s the next thing. So as much as they 

feel safe in repeating or keeping central lines, they have always been good in giving us room at the top of 

the triangle to experiment with, because otherwise they know they’re not going to get the next best 

seller.   

 

There seemed to be an awareness from the business to allow her an element of creative freedom and 

trust to find the next best seller, but the parameters seemed narrow. 
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The independent designers seemed to have a different sentiment for and relationship with the dynamic. 

Being smaller players in the industry, they were more directly responsible for and closely connected to 

managing both ends of the tension, which they would find at times often compromised one another. 

Elise intentionally moved from one end of the spectrum to the other, going from working for a profit-

driven fast fashion company to establishing a business driven by an ethical design-focused philosophy.  

Kate’s experience of running her own menswear label in London in the challenging economic times of 

the 1990s had influenced her views on commerce and creativity in fashion today. She stated:  

The best way to be in fashion is to be able to dip in and really enjoy it, and not to get jaded by everything 

that goes around it. I know how hard it is to run a business and I don’t want to be there again; I want to be 

creative. I would love to be back in fashion, I love it, but I don’t want to run a business. You end up using 

90% of your time to run a business. 

Fiona had also experienced this tension firsthand during the 15 years she ran her womenswear label 

that she had stepped back from to re-establish while also teaching design. Similar to Kate, she felt that 

the relentless fashion cycle limited the time and space for creativity in the quest for rapid production 

and reproduction in the pursuit of profit. She pointed out that the ready-to-wear seasonal system that 

was designed initially to make fashion more efficient, cost-effective and accessible to a broader range of 

consumers had sped up to a damaging rate not only for designers and workers, but also for the 

environment, and currently stood at a tipping point.  

 
Not just fast fashion, but really all designers these days are forced to be commercial as it’s all about profit 

now, rather than being truly creative, it’s profit-driven, it’s money-driven, about making sales. And that 

process is getting smaller and smaller and smaller – of you developing your ideas in that allocated time. … 

But you need time, you need that time and process to work, and to think about things, and if you’re not 

thinking, there is a bit of a disconnect, or in a sense they’re not fully resolved ideas. So, then you’re not 

necessarily happy with the outcome if you’re pushed into it. 

 

As the survey results show, the lack of creative time and tension with the commercial aspects of the 

industry resonated with the majority of designers. While they knew all too well that it was the extra 
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time taken up front that made an idea successful, there was little leeway to incorporate this into the 

development timeline, with designers opting instead to work under pressure. This is not sustainable in 

the long term, unless a system can be created that allows time or mitigates this pressure somehow. 

While deadlines do work in providing some structure to delivering a collection, at a relentless rate they 

can be damaging. 

 

What I found really difficult when I had the shop was that pressure to bring out new things all the time, 

because it wasn’t something I was interested in doing. A lot of the pieces were trans-seasonal that could 

be worn from season to season, and the pressure to bring out new ideas constantly all the time, that 

pressure took away the enjoyment of the moment and producing clothing. 

 

If one acknowledges this as an industry-wide problem, it seems the only way around it is 

through systemic change, with a widespread review of processes within this cycle that designers across 

the industry can implement in order to reinstate purpose and true value and create a sustainable 

industry. Until this change comes about on a mass scale, designers need to navigate the tension and 

factor in support systems to diffuse that tension. The current pandemic has brought the unsustainable 

nature of this tension to light in an almost blinding way with early responses indicating the need to 

slow the pace and reflect on how the system can change and be re-built.  It was evident that the level of 

support each of the designers had and the ability to influence timelines was relative to how successfully 

they were able to deal with the challenges that come from balancing the creative and commercial 

aspects of design. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Collectively, the four key themes that emerged from this study have revealed much about how 

designers think and work in the early stage of the design process and the role of the visual journal. It is 

clear that while specific tools, methods and environments play a critical role in how designers work, it is 

the individual creative behaviour and thinking processes, both visual and creative, that drive and 

influence how they work and the direction and success of a design project.  
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Most importantly, the designers revealed and confirmed that before any development work is done, 

having time for creative thinking in the all-important early research, inspiration and idea generation 

stage is what truly sets their actions and work, and that of their teams, into motion.  

 

For all of the designers, the various forms of visual journals they chose to keep  served as a creative 

thinking tool and was a representative of their thinking in-action or reflective practice. Many of the 

journals expanded beyond the still popular traditional notebook or sketchbook and into digital realms, 

which was most telling of their creative process. These expanded journals took a multitude of forms, 

with many of the digital versions including files, photos and notes on computers and smartphones, 

social media accounts. The designer's environment and creative working space also played an important 

part in the creative thinking and idea generation process and can be considered an extension of the 

designer's visual journals. The collation of inspiring material made visible in the working environment 

provides a physically open and unconfined thinking space. Studio walls and home working spaces 

reflected an in-the-moment representation of the designer's creative thinking process, often more so 

than what may have been off-loaded into a bound book or saved on a laptop or phone and not always 

visible.  

 

Lastly, despite the increasing availability and prominence of digital media, the idea generation process 

for these experienced reflective practitioners remained a hands-on process, with the designer relying on 

their visual thinking, refined intuition and communication skills acquired through experience to express 

and communicate their ideas.       
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5. OUTCOMES  
This thesis has drawn together a body of literature on creativity and journaling in the form of a 

contextual review and brought it together with primary research into practices of designers in Australia. 

By looking at the less visible and more intuitive nature of design practice, this thesis has shown how 

experienced designers think and work creatively, and how their ideas, thoughts and behaviours 

determine the direction, development and success of a project from its very beginnings.  

 

Designers continually refine their process with outcomes usually measured and celebrated according to 

commercial success. However, consumers and industry have seemingly become addicted to these 

outcomes, be they financial gains for companies or personal consumption by consumers. The pursuit of 

these outcomes that are reliant on one another, has perpetuated an unsustainable economic growth 

model. As a result, both the process and designers are placed under enormous pressure to deliver 

commercial success above all putting the creative aspects of the design process at risk of being lost if 

not made visible and considered an important part of development timelines.  

 

My pausing to reflect and investigate the role of creative thinking in the design process has revealed: 

1. the importance of cultivating time for, and documenting creative thinking to facilitate the 

development of ideas in design practice 

2. how a robust expanded visual journaling practice facilitates creative thinking, reflection, 

collaboration and the communication of ideas in a design process, and 

3. the importance of the role of the experienced designer and how their creative thinking shapes 

their ideas, work, communication style and the success rate of ideas and projects 

 

While this study focuses on the fashion and textile field, this research has drawn from the wider 

discipline of design and is relevant to many fields of design, since design professionals generally think 

and work creatively using a fundamental and shared visual design language that supports all aspects of 

creativity. Considering this, there is scope for further industry-facing research across design fields, that 
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may lead to a better understanding and a clearer classification of design as a domain of significant 

commercial and creative activity with a diverse range of traditional and emerging fields.   

 

In looking more closely at the early stages of the design process, at their value to the designer and the 

evidence of creative thinking captured in visual journals, it becomes clear that the early creative stage is 

a critical and accumulative part of the creative design process. In making this stage more visible, there 

is an opportunity to shift the perception of this often hidden and elusive stage of being the work of a 

moment. The findings of this study highlight the need for designers to slow down and carve out more 

dedicated time and space to foster, capture and better communicate their creative thinking early on and 

make it visible, not only to produce meaningful work but to be able to set or influence more purposeful 

business strategies.  

 

Furthermore, this study has demonstrated the expanded nature and value of the visual journal that 

carries evidence of creativity in the form of visual and verbal cues that represent the designer's thinking 

in-practice, even if these cues remain undecipherable to an outside observer. It also shows how the 

many forms of visual journals used in practice can be as personal, open to interpretation and as 

divergent and convergent as the idea generation process itself. The expanded visual journals represent 

the designer's idea spaces and creative thinking-in-action, making them uniquely significant to the 

designer's creative process. In sum, the study exposes how the visual journal in its expanded form is a 

highly personal reflective practice tool.  

 

The role and importance of these reflective practice tools lies not in the form they take, or what specific 

contents they contain, but that they exist as a medium to facilitate creative expression. The experienced 

designer’s creative practice, which we have seen to be an inherently reflective practice built on 

experience, is supported and enhanced through the various forms and uses of the visual journal. 

Therefore, there is a need to draw attention to the importance of cultivating these creative tools and 

idea spaces in industry, allowing new opportunities for idea generation to develop and ultimately 

improve creative thinking among individuals, in teams and with creative collaborators.  
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As the experienced designers in this research revealed their approaches to their creative roles and the 

challenges they faced in practice, they provided useful insights not only for generating relevant ideas 

but also for building on them collaboratively. They also revealed communication strategies for bringing 

ideas to life that demonstrate how the experienced design professional can operate simultaneously as a 

creative thinker, business strategist and creator.  

 

Most importantly, the findings reveal that much of the creative activity and insight behind the 

commercial success of a design or project is a result of channelling intuition or tacit knowledge, 

building on past experience and having focused time in the early stages of the process to reflect and 

build ideas with intention, in short, a robust reflective creative practice facilitated by visual journaling. 

With this experience, the designer often relies on their intuition and over time builds up a uniquely 

personal, professional and creative repertoire working through projects and day-to-day challenges. The 

personal, professional and creative aspects are interlinked and make up the experienced designer's 

unique strategic skillset. All three areas should become the focus of professional development programs 

for creative practitioners in industry to enable designers to develop a stronger and clearer voice at the 

decision-making table.  

 

Overall, the findings of this study provide a strong incentive for design professionals to individually and 

collaboratively re-focus time and creative energy into the early ideation stage documenting and 

reflecting in-on-and-for their practice to communicate their ideas and thinking clearly and confidently 

from the onset of the design process, long before projects are fully formed.  

 

The sooner the industry can re-orientate towards a creative thinking focused model of the design 

process (see fig. 6) carving out dedicated idea spaces and time for creative thinking and reflection early 

on instead of rushing to development and execution, the sooner we can collectively begin to cultivate a 

stronger culture of creative thinking in design and steer designers and design practice towards 

designing for the transformational change alongside commercial success that is so needed today. 
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6. APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A - Glossary of Key Terms 
creative thinking – the cognitive aspect of creativity and various creative thinking processes that drive 

the behaviours and actions of creative professionals. 

creativity – the use of the imagination or original ideas, especially in the production of an artistic work.  

design – a plan or drawing produced to show the look, function or workings of a building, garment or 

other object before it is built or made. It also means purpose, planning, or intention that exists or is 

thought to exist behind an action, fact or material object.  

design field – a particular area of specialisation within the discipline of design. 

design process – a series of stages that generally include the activities of research, ideation, 

development, execution and delivery, depending on the field of design. 

design professionals – formally educated or trained designers engaged in paid work in their field or 

area of expertise in the design industry.  

discipline of design – design as a branch of knowledge with various contributing fields. 

idea generation – the process of creating new ideas or concepts. Also referred to as ideation. 

journaling practice – the act of periodically collating and keeping either analogue or digital types of 

visual journals and spaces.  

visual journal – traditionally referred to, but not limited to, an artist’s diary, journal, sketchbook or 

notebook that contains a record of visual and/or written work. This study extends the definition of the 

visual journal to include physical spaces and digital types of collated visual and/or written material. 

visual thinking – a way of organising thoughts and externalising internal thinking processes through 
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the use of tools such as pen to paper or digital media.  

APPENDIX B - Survey Data and Analysis 
Survey questionnaire outlined in the key findings spreadsheet. Multiple-choice answers are highlighted in blue. The 

spreadsheet is followed by the long-answer questions, with the responses, which were analysed by hand.  

 

               SURVEY QUESTIONAIRE & KEY FINDINGS 
 

1. This first section is about the early stages of your design process, in particular time spent gathering inspiration and forming ideas. 

 
 
1a 

 
As a creative professional, what would you say sparks the 
beginning of your creative design process? 

1. Imagery 
2. Thoughts / Ideas / Experiences 
3. Colour / Objects / Materials / Textiles 
4. Wider World, External Drivers, i.e. purpose, need, client or 
company Brief. 

 
The beginnings are all about external inputs, where visuals are key and 
the processing of information or sense making of inputs and experiences. 

 
1b 

 
How do you generally work in this early ideas stage? 

More than half worked both ways. Approx. 
1/3 worked entirely by hand. Only a 
small % worked entirely digitally. 

Reveals how intertwined digital technology is with the physical in the 
early ideas process. 
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1c 

 
How much of your work in this early stage would you say is 
done by hand and how much digitally? 

The majority said 50/50. 
70/30 digi closely followed. 
60/40 & 80/20 Digi 3rd place. 

 
Majority included to work more digitally than by hand. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1d 

 
 
Which of the below actions do you engage in most often during 
this early creative stage? 
 
- thinking 
- sketching 
- reading 
- writing 
- listening 
- making 
- other. 

 
 
1.THINKING - Contemplation & reflection on inputs 94% 
2 SKETCHING - Articulation via visual interpretation 59% 
3. READING - Knowledge seeking, visual acquisition 56% 
4. TALKING - Verbalising thoughts (collaborative) 53% 
 
5. WRITING - Articulation via words 
6. LISTENING - Knowledge seeking, aural acquisition 
7. MAKING - Working with materials, tactile 
8. OTHER - Observation / Collating visuals - reflection. 

 
Sensory engagement processed by the mind = Thinking top answer at 
94%. 
 
Articulation of designer's thoughts & ideas via Sketching & Writing. 

Knowledge acquisition via Reading & Listening. P.O.V forming. 

Reflection in Thinking and Other - Interesting that observation was 
included. 
 
*Power of Making? The thought process is part of the making...  
* Tactility and the connection to conversation with materials. 

 

 
 
 
 

1e 

 
 
 
 

What does this early stage of your creative process look like? 

 
 
1. MESSY! - intentional chaos 
2. RESEARCH & COLLATION - material gathering (going wide) 
3. SKETCHY - small, roughs, quick mini clarifications 
4. INTUITIVE - reflection, analysis, thought-provoking, a gut feeling 
emerging. (narrowing in) 

Explore MESSY, intentional chaos being OK with uncertainty - link to 
Schön's work on being ok with ambiguity. 
 
These findings are consistent with Convergent and Divergent thinking - 
going wide and narrow in a creative capacity. 

Importance of sketching continually emerges. 

Intuition - also link back to Schön's work. 

 
 
 
1f 

 
 
What forms of media from the list below feature most in these 
early days? 

1. Pics or Files in Smart phone - top answer digi - 68% 
2. Materials and media in working environment - 50-60% mainly 
samples, objects, printed visuals, materials, books etc. some digi. 
3. Visual Journal - 44% 
4. Interesting 12%, 4 ppl- nothing tangible all in my head 
5. Interesting Other - Conversations with others, 

 
 
Phone tops the list - easily accessible always on hand. 
Secondary and main media is found in the creative environment - 
assorted or not, but surrounding the designer also 'on hand' 
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1g 

 
 

If you checked or described any digital options in either of the 
last two questions, which programs, devices, apps or sites do 
you generally use? 

26/34 ppl responded. 
 
1. Web / Google / online content 
2. Instagram 
3. Pintrest 
4. WGSN / ADOBE Programs 
5. iphone / laptop / computer 

 
 

Online content tops followed by online content curation programs. 

Digital tools considered after digital content. 

 
 
1h 

 
On a scale of 1-10 how structured do you consider your early 
stage creative process to be? 

 
42% were 3 - 5 unstructured. 
36% were 6 - 7 slightly structured. 

Overall a wide mid-range span, moderately structured suggesting most 
ppl are somewhat disciplined in their early ideas stage but not rigid or 
overtly structured, comfortable with a degree of openness and variance - 
seems organic. 

 

 
 
 
 
1i 

 
 
 
 
Next, consider what happens when an idea strikes. What do 
you usually do? 

 

1. DRAW / WRITE - get idea out of my mind, articulate it by hand. 
2. Create MOODBOARD or arrange research material to help articulate 
idea. 
3. TALK about it - share the idea with team or colleagues 
4. Develop idea in MIND - Keep it in OR MAKE IT - Get it out and straight 
to creating / prototyping / experimentation. 

Top action was to draw/write or visually articulate the idea. 
Sharing / talking the idea through via conversation suggests collaboration 
and openness. 
These are both Virtual World actions - link to Schön. 
 
Interesting that a few ppl were split on keeping the idea in or getting it 
out - extremes from mind to materials by-passing the contemplation or 
low risk acts of simulating the idea. 

 
1j 

Do you consider idea generation an intuitive part of your design 
process, or do you tend to set time aside to focus on it? 

50% of ppl responded with a bit of both. 
44% said it was intuitive. 

84% of people feel that reflecting on ideas is a part of their general 
process and happens intuitively. 

 
1k 

 
Do you document or collect your inspirations and ideas? 

yes, always - 56% sometimes, 
not always - 44% 

100% of designers consider the material gathered and ideas generated in 
this early ideas stage to be important, i.e. to be collected and 
documented. 

 
 
 
1l 

 
 
 
Where do you generally keep these? 

Top 2 Digi - on smart phone 82% or computer 76%. 
NOTEBOOK - 65% higher response here than Q 1f. 
In my head - 53% - does this mean non-articulated? 

In a box 12% - indicates stored away or inactive...? 

"everywhere it's a bit of a problem" 

I think inspirations and Ideas are considered differently or perhaps 
confused here? Dig into this - Question perhaps unclear?? Ideas generally 
indicate a cognitive process and some sort of transformation of inspirations. 
Articulation or partial articulation via representation - explore this in 
interviews. 
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1m 

 
 
How soon do you act on your ideas? 

 
71% indicated depends, if it's relevant right away otherwise come back 
when it is. 
15% said ASAP - makes time for ideas when they strike. 

Majority of designers act if relevant to present work. This may indicate 
time constrains or timing affecting the processing and exploration of 
ideas freely. 
The 15% that are ASAP inclined - are they in an ideas focused role? 

 

 
 
1n 

 
As a design professional, how do you communicate or share 
your ideas? ie. to your colleagues, design team, collaborators, 
other business units and/or clients. What tools or methods do 
you use? 

 
1. VISUALLY - Imagery (mood boards / sketches / photos) as well 
as Samples (fabrics / garments / accessories / objects). 
2. VERBALLY - conversations, presentations. 
3. DIGITALLY - imagery & presentations / reports. 

Majority of designers use all 3. 
Communication style changes depending on audience. 
Formal & Informal styles mentioned by many - informal for colleagues or 
other creative professionals and formal for non-creative collaborators or 
business partners - relying heavily on visual aids / tools. 
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1o 

 
How much work from this early phase of the process do you 
keep and why? 

All of it - 50% 
Only what's relevant - 18% 
Most of it - 15% 
About half - 15% 
Not sure - 2% 

Half of all designers say all - how is this possible? To explore in 
interviews. 
How do the others edit down to half or what's relevant? 
Understand more about what they keep and why. 
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2. This next section delves further into how and where you capture your inspirations and ideas, with a particular focus on visual journals. 
*Visual journals being any type of collated media marking a period of time eg. sketchbook, notebook, diary, papers, boxed media, blog, website, digital accounts. 

 
2a 

 
Do you keep any form of visual journal? 

Yes, and Occasionally both 41% = 82% YES. 
Only 6% NO. 

 
Majority of people so some sort of visual journaling. 

 
 
 
 
2b 

 
 
 
 
What does it look like? What is it filled with? 

 
 

1. Physical journal either a book / notebook /sketchbook. 
2. Image or sketch heavy content. 
3. Words or notes next 
4. Swatches or other media in there. 

Majority used physical book type media to sketch, hold imagery and make 
notes. 
 
TYPES OF PHYSICAL VISUAL JOURNALS: Notebook / Sketchbook / 
Planner / Diary / Sketch Pad / Notepad / Leather Bound book / Box. 
 
Digital sources seemed to be used for storing or sorting imagery or 
references. E.g. Intagram / pinterest / iphone etc. 

 
 
2c 

 
 
How often do you use your visual journal? 

44% randomly. 
30% fairly often. 
22% daily. 
4% weekly. 

 
Use was there but random and unconscious. The majority of people could 
not say with certainty how often they used it, didn't really keep track. 

 
 
 
2d 

 
 
Considering the content that goes into your visual journal, 
what % would you say are words/writing and what % are 
imagery. 

Imagery / Words 
90 / 10 
50 / 50 
80 / 20 & 60 / 40 
75 / 25 & 30 / 70 
70 / 30 & 100 

 
 
Image rich content with words or writing being concise and less 
dominant. 

 
2e 

Of this content, what % are your own drawings / sketches / 
imagery / words? 

Majority said 50% + 
1/3 said 100% 

Majority said over half the content was their own. Explore further in 
interviews. 

 
2f 

 
Are your visual journals personal or professional journals? 

A clear 50% said Personal. 
39% said both. 
11% said professional. 

Evidence of personal work for professional practice for majority of ppl. 
Explore this further in interviews. 

 
 
2g 

 
 
Are your personal and professional journals different? If so, 
what are the main differences? 

 
 
7/11 said YES 
4/11 said NO. 

Personal was considered more varied and private, where professional was 
more focused. 
 
Many said they intersected and revealed the personal approach to 
professional work. 

2h Do you ever share your visual journals with anyone? it was a clear 50/50 split.  

2i Who do you share your visual journals with? Team / Colleagues / Collaborators. 
Friends / Partner / Family. 

Of those who share All share with Team / colleagues / collaborators and 
a few with Family & Friends. 

 
2j 

 
Would you be willing to share if asked? 

59% - Depends. 
22% - Yes. 
19% - No. 

Majority would but also depends on who's asking for most of those ppl. 
 
The idea of sharing personal thoughts or ideas, inspirations and notes 

 
 
 
 
2k 

 
 
 
Do you feel that keeping a visual journal helps you with your 
creative thinking and/or developing your ideas as a designer? If 
so, how? 

Majority said YES. 
1. Allows for collation and a record of ideas and becomes a resource for 
inspiration. 
2. Helps with the development of the ideas and keeping track of the 
evolution & process. 
3. Helps clarify thinking and make sense of thoughts and ideas. 
4. Supports visualisation and articulation of the idea through imagery 
and sketching. 

 
 
 

Majority of designers saw it as a useful tool to help with collation / 
recording / tracking development of and articulating ideas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. This third section asks you to consider your thoughts on creativity in design. 

 
 
 
3a 

 
 

On a scale of 1-10 how important is it for you to be creative in 
your professional practice? 

53% - 10. 
24% - 8. 
12% - 9. 
 
9% - 5. 
3% - 7. 

 
 

Majority see creativity as a very important part of their professional 
practice. 77% rated 8-10. 

 
 
3b 

 
 
What % of your role as a design professional do you feel is 
devoted to creative tasks and creative thinking? 

Very varied answer! 
14 ppl felt between 50 - 60% 
14 ppl felt between 40 - 20% 
only 5 60 - 80% 
and 6 25 - 20% 

 
Majority fell between 20 - 65%. Biggest response was 50% 
Does this reveal that not much time is devoted to creative tasks and 
creative thinking? Or is it's time valued more - respective to Q3a where 
it's considered very important. Explore further in interviews. 

 
 
 
 
 
3c 

 
 
 
 

What are your thoughts on the relationship between creativity 
and design today? 

 
 
 
 
Positive responses - 13 
Negative responses - 18 
Bit of both - 2 

Positive responses spoke of possibilities and there was a sense of 
optimism for the relationship to affect change today and bring about 
newness. They were considered linked and interdependent. Also, these 
responses has a sense of confidence and the person seems unrestricted. 
 
Negative responses highlighted the lack of Time to be creative, risk 
taking and creative freedom. There seemed to be restriction of creativity 
in design. due to the need to be commercially viable in a volatile market. 
Corporate environments or business focused environments seemed to 
undervalue creativity. 
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4. Lastly, to wrap up, we’d like to gather some general info. 

 
 
4a 

 
 
What field of fashion design do you work in? 

65% - Garment 
18% - Textiles 
9% - Accessories. 
8% - Other. 

 
 
Majority Garment Designers. 

 
 
4b 

 
 
How long have you been working in this field? 

10 - 15 yrs - 38% 
15+ yrs - 35% 
5-10 yrs - 21% 
0-5 yrs - 6% 

 
 
73% of designers had more than 10 yrs experience working in their field. 

 
4c 

 
Do you work for yourself or are you employed? 71% employee. 

29% self-employed. 
Majority of respondents working for others. This may be the reason for 
the prominence of negative responses in Q3c. Explore in interviews. 

 
 

4d 

 
 

What is your current position? 

1. Designer - 29% 
2. Senior Designer - 26% 
3. Creative Director - 20% 
4. Other - GM / Academic Practitioner / Product Developer. 13% 
5. Head Designer - 12% 

 
 

Varied positions many leadership roles or roles of influence. 

 
4e 

 
Which city are you based in? 

79% - Sydney 
18% - Melbourne 
3% - Other - Cairns. 

 
As majority of respondents were from Syd study will now focus on Sydney-
based design professionals. 

 
 

4f 

 
 
Thinking about your relationship with digital technology and 
your practice, do you consider yourself to be a digital native? 

 
Yes, adapted but knew a time before dig technology - 44% 
Most of the time but not dependent - 24% 
Yes, very much so - 24% 
Somewhat, but don't understand it - 9% 

Majority of respondents comfortable with digital technology but not 
dependent on it. 
 
1/4 are digital natives - could this be the 1/4 that have 0-5 yrs 
experience in industry? . 

 
 
 
 

4g 

 
 
 
 

Do you have any final feedback, thoughts or comments? 

 
 
 
 

15 people had final comments. 

General comments were positive, and many people said it was 
thought-provoking and taking the time to stop and reflect was good 
and they benefited from it. 
 
One designer commented on her creativity being for others not for 
herself in her design work. 
 
One designer mentioned she was featured in book on designer's 
sketchbooks. 

 
4h 

 
How would you rate this survey? 

76% - 5 stars. 
21% 4 stars. 
1% 3 stars. 

 
Great rating, 4.74 average. Majority of respondents felt positive about the 
survey which leads me to believe that responses are genuine. 
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RESPONSES TO LONG-ANSWER QUESTIONS ANALYSED BY HAND. 
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MULTIPLE-CHOICE REPORT WITH ANNOTATIONS. 
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APPENDIX C - Key Themes List  
•  Building Trust and Creative Influence – The ability to demonstrate that new ideas, concepts or 

alternatives can work and knowing how to gain, build and deliver results is critical to gain 

support and the designer’s success in this environment. 

• Autonomy – These successful designers have managed to find pockets of autonomy early on, as 

they were pro-active, self-directed and creatively curious, even in collaborative settings. They 

also actively encourage and appreciate this in their teams. 

• Collaborative Futures – There is power in collective work and in gaining new perspectives in the 

process. 

• Commerce and Creativity Imbalance – The relentless fashion cycle and seasonal pressure is 

impacting the way designers work. 

• Communicating Ideas – As an {External – Internal – External} creative process. 

• Communication Skills are Key – Being the creative translator to a wider audience or multiple 

audiences requires strong verbal and visual communication skills. A lot of time and energy goes 

into communicating the idea, rather than executing it. 

• Creative Timing – Making time vs time constraints. The impact of seasonality and the pursuit of 

creative freedom in commercial design. 

• Digital Prominence – The presence of technology is inevitable. It is about what is ‘on or in hand’, 

be it a smartphone/mouse or pen/pencil. 

• Ideas with intention – Clear intentions from the onset and well researched concepts made it 

easier to communicate ideas. 

• Importance of Research – Early and ongoing research, creative curiosity and a broad range of 

external inspiration and experiences key to successful work. 

• Intuition – As a hidden creative compass, found in experienced designers. Is in the art of doing. 

• Journaling as a Practice – As messy and unstructured as the designer’s creative process. 

• Journaling Practice – The journal was a constant companion and a reflection of the designer’s 

internal and external worlds. 
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• Messiness – The creation of intentional chaos and a semi-structured working style. A sign of 

progress. 

• Navigating Structures and Systems – Here operating creatively in large organisations requires a 

flexible and open mindset and strong problem-solving skills with a willingness to embrace and 

work around set parameters. 

• Personal is Professional – The intersection of personal and professional work and personal 

nature of creative work is undeniable. 

• Pursuing Passions – All designers trained and worked in fashion design yet moved away from 

the fashion cycle to pursue an independent creatively focused career path. 

• The Human Element – Hand feel and presence is hard to replace and needed. 

• The Importance of Visuals – Imagery and Sketching are integral to the creative process and help 

with the processing and articulation of thoughts and ideas before they are realised. 

• The Journal as Thought Processor – Mainly used for mapping, processing thoughts, sense-

making and sketchnoting ideas. 

• The Visual Journal as a Creative Tool – Types of visual journals, their relevance and how they are 

used as collecting, recording, tracking, idea development and sharing tools. 

• Thought-to-Action Behaviour – What designers choose to do in the early stages of design not 

only influences the process and the work, but the articulation of thoughts and ideas. 

• Time IN and OUT – The importance of creative time in the process and well as time out for 

reflection and slowing down. 

• Visuals are Critical – in creating mental associations with ideas, evoking connection and 

gathering up support. 

• Words are Important – both written and spoken, however both need to be succinct and clear. 
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APPENDIX D - Original Working Diagrams 
 

This last appendix is a compilation of both the working diagrams and the research overview maps created during the 

course of this study. As in my creative practice, these images are representations of my thinking process and may not 

be completely decipherable to outside observers, however I have chosen to include these as they demonstrate my 

visual thinking and aspects of my visual journaling practice.  

 

Overview Maps 

 

Fig. 65 - Author’s early planning journal entry 
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Fig. 66 - Author’s early overview of research presented at Stage 1 

 

 
 
 

Fig. 67 - Screenshot from author’s private research blog. Overview Maps post, Sep 23rd, 2019 
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Fig. 68 - Author’s experimentation with Moleskine digital notebook 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 69 - Snapshot of animated overview map created by author in digital notebook 
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Fig. 70 - Talking sketch created by author used to explain research to another experienced designer 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 71 - Author’s final overview map of research 
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Working Diagrams 

 
 

Fig. 72 - Author’s working diagram for Fig. 8 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 73 - Author’s working diagram for Fig. 9 
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Fig. 74 - Author’s thinking diagram exploring reflective practice and creative thinking in the design process 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 75 - Author’s working diagram for Fig. 6 
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Fig. 76 - Author’s working diagrams for Fig. 12 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig. 77 - Author’s working diagram for Fig. 13 
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Fig. 78 - Author’s working diagrams for Fig. 15 
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