


Why are fabricators so deceitful?

A designer I worked on a project with recently?

You have to be out of your mind to go into this business 

A very close fabricator friend of mine?



Hard Facts for Fabricators

• Bidding is even more cutthroat as bids are easier to find.

• More designers than ever are getting involved in sign and wayfinding design
but they know less.

• Fabricators are being held to tighter cost constraints.

• Fabricators are being asked to do more things that designers used to do from 
design guidelines to message schedules.

But with difficulty there is opportunity!



Hard Facts for Designers

• It is harder to maintain a long term relationship with a fabricator.

• Clients are questioning the benefits of designers taking on a wholistic role in 
the process and the fee that involves.

• The experiential design process has become more widespread

• Designers are being asked to take responsibility for more things outside their 
control.

But with difficulty there is opportunity!



Three Types of Designer Intent For Fabricators

Branding Agencies 

Graphic Design/Brand Firms 

Internal Design Management and Facilities Teams 

Architects

Interior Designers

Landscape Architects

Attributes 
• Weak understanding of graphic design trends

• Weak knowledge of legibility and hierarchy

• Material and lighting specification oriented

• Strong in materials/illumination 

• Strong in dimensional design

• Tight documentation/specification

Types of Fabricators 
• Strong internal graphic design team with  

Professional(Environmental) ability

• Leadership in legibility and code development

• Strict documenters and specification writers

• Powerful dimensional visualization ability within 

the architectural framework 

Strategies 
• Architectural dimensional visualization and the 

language of architectural drawing

• Must take lead on color, type and illumination

• Provide specification guidance and best 

practices on materials as a support to larger 

Documentation package

• Ability to collaborate and coordinate closely with 

the general contractor

Environmental Graphic Design Firms

Brand Environment/Fixture Designers

Exhibition Designers  

Attributes 
• Strong knowledge of brand, type,

Graphics

• Palette builders and maintainers 

• Relatively weak in scale/architectural 

drawings 

• Relatively weak in materials/illumination 

Types of Fabricators 
• Strong internal project management team 

• Good educators in material/lighting

technology 

• Project management of large complex projects

• Strong knowledge of guidelines

• Visualization ability 

• Powerful specification team

Strategies 
• Focus on color matching and mockup 

Development

• Specification writing is key. Tight material 

and connection specification

• Communicating through guidelines 

packages and database development 

Attributes 
• Design control 

• Tight design intent 

• Interested in learning new 

methodologies/methods

• Design Intent document as the foundation

• Reliant on strong mockups and samples

Types of Fabricators 
• Designer emphasis as the key to the work you do

• Strong construction documentation specialists

• Dedicated ongoing relationships 

• Stable of 3-5 frequent collaborators 

• Fast prototyping capability

Strategies 
• Have one or two key design collaborators as a 

model for working with others 

Integrate mockup and sample testing in the 

process.

• Tight shop drawings as an extension and 

explanation of design intent 

• Clear checklists of questions and information for 

each stage in the process

*Note: These are broad generalizations and do not account for 

design firms that integrate these disciplines together.

Brand Identity Architectural/Placemaking Object Design
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It is not a silo. It is a continuum



Build Your Strategy Around the Designer Relationship

Maximum fabricator 
engagement

Maximum designer 
engagement

Brand 
managers

Interdisciplinary 
Graphic Designer

Sign Specifier
Architectural 
Integrative 
Graphics

Multi-
Specialty 
Design 
Firm

Experiential 
Graphic 

Design Firm
Specialist

Project 
Manager 
EGD Firm

BEWARE. These are not hard categories and there is 
considerable nuance

Brand Rollout 
Specialists

Architectural 
Facilitators

Value 
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Design 
Translation 
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Stakeholder 
Communicators











Documentation Speaks Volumes

Multi-Stakeholder Instruction Apples to Apples Bidding

BEWARE. These are not hard categories and there is 
considerable nuance

Design 
Guidelines

Ongoing 
Development 

Documentation
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Oriented 
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The RFP/Proposals and Case Studies as Collaborative 
Vehicles for Outreach

• Communication device for designers and fabricators to articulate process.

• Statement of philosophy and approach.

• Utilize Specifications as a tool to enforce engagement.

• It pays to write articles and other communication about your process.



The Importance of Explaining the Value Process

Planning Focused Implementation Focused

BEWARE. These are not hard categories and there is 
considerable nuance

Design Build
Negotiated Bid

Public Bid
Concept

Visualization
Prototype

Design Intent
Prototype

20% 30% 50% 60% 70%













Profitability Through Project Management

• Cloud Based Message and Location Schedules

• True valuing of project management in the process

• A proper accounting for collaboration reviews of locations and schedules



Incorporating Value into Design/Fabricator Project 
Management

Fabricator Complete 
Responsibility

BEWARE. These are not hard categories and there is 
considerable nuance

Final 
Construction 

Document 
Review

Fluid 
Communication 
Documentation

Designer Check 
Set

Designer as Project Lead





Final Summary

• Be a student of the variations designer/fabricator engagement models

• When in doubt back out

• Know how to charge correctly for value and what is most valuable

• Have a core team of manufacturers and fabricators 

• Building and engaging with a community is central to success (SEGD, ISA)

• Create a clear visual picture and deliverables for the path you are taking

• RFP’s and Proposals as an educational tool for designers and fabricators to 
create a collaborative approach

• Use specification to enforce collaboration


