
I f you’re involved with commercial real estate, 
you’re probably hiring consultants all the 
time. Maybe you hire students, too — as 
interns, for example. But what about work-
ing with an entire classroom full of students 

the same way you’d work with a consulting firm? That’s 
exactly what’s being done in the Visual Communication 
Design department at Arizona State University. 

All too often, people think of graphic designers only 
when they need business cards, brochures, or annual 
reports. Or, to take a more contemporary example, a Web 
site. But graphic designers do far more than that. In fact, 
many of them don’t even use the title “graphic designer” any 
longer. At ASU, for example, the program once known as Graphic 
Design is now called Visual Communication Design.

So what’s the difference? Mostly the medium. Today, design-
ers’ capabilities have expanded far beyond the traditional arena of 
printed materials to include Web design, animation, video and 
interaction design. Yes, visual communication design-
ers still design business cards, but they also dream up 
interactive museum exhibits, airline check-in kiosks, 
video games and more (including sophisticated video 
presentations to walk clients through projects still on 
the boards).

But a truly successful design is more than eye candy. 
To really “work,” a design needs to resonate with the peo-
ple it’s intended to reach. Which is why ASU’s program 
takes visual communication design (VCD) a step fur-
ther, adding a strategic component. According to associate 
professor and department Chair Mookesh Patel, Strategic 
Visual Communication Design is a holistic approach that 

takes into account, not just the medium and the message that 
are part of every design concept, but also the value delivered 

to its audience.
So, in addition to their artistic skills, ASU’s VCD students 

develop the tools necessary to conduct in-depth research in 
order to understand the context of the design problem (e.g., 

political, social and economic concerns). And their findings 
inform the entire design process. “When it all comes together,” 
Patel says, “the result is rewarding for the students, the client 
and the audience.”

Strategic Visual Communication Design seeks to balance 
the varied (and often competing) interests of stakehold-

ers, and therefore requires a highly collaborative process and 
environment. The design studio becomes a venue for dynamic con-
versation, a space for the enthusiastic give-and-take between the 
design students and the client — a fact evident in the resulting 

design concepts. Over the course of each project, the students 
gain a greater understanding of the clients’ concerns, while 
the clients become more sensitive to the (often subtle) power 
and value of visual communication design.

While some studio projects are purely commercial, many 
focus exclusively on issues of social awareness. “Students 
and faculty often prefer those projects that are commercially 

situated but go beyond issues of commerce,” says Associate 
Professor Al Sanft, which is what Vestar Property Management 
— the management company for Tempe Marketplace — 

brought to the table for last year’s Third-year studio.
In fall 2006, Vestar Vice President of Development David 

Larcher, who is also a member of ASU’s Master of Real Estate 
Development advisory board, attended a College of Design event 
where he received a copy of the VCD newsletter, Vizual Voices. 
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Larcher, impressed with the work fea-
tured in the student-run publication, 
approached Patel to discuss a possible 
partnership — something becoming 
more prevalent at ASU in general, and 
within the College of Design in par-
ticular. The following semester, Vestar 
sponsored the Third-year studio, chal-
lenging the students to develop concepts 
for three different projects that would 
foster a sense of community and social 
responsibility at Tempe Marketplace.

Having multiple “bosses” to please 
gave students a perspective they don’t 
get in a typical studio. In a traditional 
studio environment, says c l inica l 
Assistant Professor William Heywood, 
students are typically assigned a proj-
ect by the professor, but are allowed 
— even encouraged — to interpret it 
as they see fit. In the case of the Vestar 
project, however, students had a client 
to consider. “This,” Heywood says, “is 
really listening: What does the client 
need and want? And then working with 
that — which is real world.”

The students aren’t the only ones to 
benefit from such projects, though. The 
people at Vestar were clearly impressed 
with their return on investment. In addi-
tion to awarding the three scholarships 
to which they had originally agreed, they 
hired four students as summer interns 
(two of whom they have retained). “It 
proved to us,” Larcher says, “that there’s 
really a great opportunity for private 
enterprise to work in collaboration with 
academia and get real-world results. 
Because at the end of the day, the prod-
uct that we got was equal to, if not better 
than, what we could have found through 
a private consultant.” 

www.design.asu.edu/viscom
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