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In the year 2000, a partner at a leading design 
firm could expect to make $100,000. Eight years 
later, that same partner was making $105,000—a 
mere $5,000 increase after nearly a decade on 
the job. Yet in that same period of time, creati-
ve directors and freelancers were each seeing 
a $15,000 salary increase, entry-level designers 
were experiencing a slight $6,000 bump, and 
senior designers were making $2,000 less. Now, 
those are national averages, which mix the tra-
ditionally higher salaries of East and West Coast 
designers with the historically lower salaries of 
designers in smaller U.S. cities and rural areas. 

If those numbers seem low or weird or just don’t 
make a whole lot of sense, that’s because they 
only tell part of the story. Remember what else 
was going on around that time? In 2008, Congress 
rejected a bank bailout bill that led to the biggest 
stock market crash in history (the Dow Jones Indu-
strial Average fell nearly 800 points)—until 2018. 
The point is: Context is important. So is creating a 
steady stream of data points year after year so that 
we can look back and connect the dots to better 
understand the moment we’re currently living in. 
The information gathered from this year’s Design 
Census is only interesting or helpful if we can com-
pare it to the same data from previous years. If it’s 
true that you can’t comprehend a moment until it’s 
passed, the Design Census is the closest thing we 
have when it comes to understanding where the 
design industry is at this very moment. That’s why 
AIGA is pleased to continue its partnership with 
Google on the annual Design Census. 

In 2008, designers’ overall confidence in the design 
industry dropped to 70%, a record low—way down 
from 100% in 2005. While the economy played a 
major role, a lot of things factored into that number, 
just like a lot of things factored into its incredibly slow 
rise by just 10% over 10 years to 80% in 2017. And 
unlike previous years, where job stability and job sati-
sfaction rates have tracked, this year those numbers 
are sharply skewed, which isn’t out of step with the vo-
latile social and political climate.

Over the course of this report, we’ll look deeply at who’s 
designing today, the kind of work they’re doing and how 
they’re doing it, how much they’re getting paid, how sa-
tisfied they are, what they anticipate for the future, and 
so much more. There’s a big story to tell here, and sur-
veys like the annual Design Census are vital in helping 
us understand the world we’re currently living in right 
now. We surveyed thousands of people who make up 
the design industry, which isn’t only practicing desi-
gners; don’t forget all the students, educators, mana-
gers, business owners, and many other roles that make 
the design world spin. Still, for the sake of brevity, we 
refer to all respondents as “designers.”

Each year we make the raw survey data freely available, 
and we encourage designers and researchers to review 
the information and make their own charts and graphs. 
Of course, we recognize that that’s not realistic for most 
people, so this year we’ve created more data visualiza-
tions than in previous years, and crucially, we’ve enga-
ged the team of design journalists at Eye on Design to 
bring the data to life in a series of reported stories and 
editorials published on eyeondesign.aiga.org.

Introduction
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The 2019 AIGA Design Census was open to the 
public for five weeks starting April 1, 2019. It was 
shared directly with AIGA’s members and atten-
dees of the AIGA Design Conference, as well as 
the wider U.S. design community via social me-
dia, paid advertising, and Eye on Design’s rea-
dership. Next year we hope to extend the Design 
Census to the rest of the world.

We spent months developing a tight lineup of sur-
vey questions, and while the 2019 Design Census 
questions and resulting data set are stronger than 
in previous years, there is always room for impro-
vement. Thank you to those who have sent us fe-
edback. Your input will not only help us make next 
year’s Design Census even more comprehensive, 
but in the short term it has helped us in our contex-
tual reporting around the 2019 results. If you have 
feedback, please email us at submit@aiga.org, and 
a senior editor will log your comments.

In order to get a more accurate picture of the cur-
rent state of design, we went beyond simple data 
visualizations and identified the key areas of in-
terest as well as the topics that required a more 
nuanced approach. To do this we created Python 
code that enabled us to work with both quantita-
tive and qualitative data, regardless of the number 
of responses, as some questions enabled the user 
to select multiple choice answer options. Once the 
data was streamlined, we used applied pivots and 
different types of aggregation. We then compared 
qualitative-textual answers with different scales, 

like charting the broad correlation between salary 
and satisfaction. Download the raw data and give 
the data a whirl.

You can view the results of the 2016 Design Census, 
the 2017 Design Census, and the 2008-2014 AIGA 
Salary Surveys.

Methodology
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In order to talk about the way designers work, 
how much they get paid, and what their hopes 
and dreams (and concerns) are for the future, we 
have to start with a solid understanding of just 
who is designing in 2019. A total of 9,429 people 
participated in the Design Census this year. 
It’s a sizable group as far as design surveys go 
(we’re not trying to toot our own horn here, but 
most design surveys pull in just a few thousand 
responses), and it’s this robust sample set that 
allows us to confidently analyze the data and 
make assumptions about the inner workings of 
our industry writ large.

This year we dove deeper into demographics with 
additional answer options that better reflect the 
nuances of our community. In addition to basic 
updates, like including eight non-binary options 
for the question about gender, we also expanded 
answer options around education and location to 
better reflect the ways designers are looking out-
side traditional education systems or bucking ge-
ographical constraints.

To get a better sense of the experiences of diffe-
rent kinds of designers, we created eight career 
tracks (student, educator, freelance, permalan-
ce, self-employed/small business owner, full-time 
agency designer, and full-time in-house designer, 
plus an option for those currently unemployed) 
and an expanded set of design disciplines that 
reflect how new technology is broadening the ro-
les of designers.

In some instances, the answers weren’t all that 
surprising. For example, designers who live in 
rural areas make less money and feel less con-
nected to the national design scene than desi-
gners working on the coasts or in larger metro-
politan areas. But in other instances the answers 
are quite surprising, even alarming. For instance, 
we found that just 65% of designers are satisfied 
with their working conditions, and a mere 25% 
feel stable in their jobs—but do those drops in 
confidence have more to do with the design in-
dustry, or with outside fluctuations? To guide 
you through the graphs in each of the following 
sections, we’ve highlighted interesting data poin-
ts and, when numbers aren’t enough, included 
excerpts of interviews with designers about their 
personal experiences. 

For the questions that beg deeper answers, read 
our reporting on eyeondesign.aiga.org.    

Section I—Who’s designing 
in 2019?
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Less than 1 year

4%    371

1 - 4 years

27%    2,540    

5 - 9 years

29%    2,680    

10 - 14 years

16%    1,538    

15 - 20 years

10%    968    

20+ years

14%    1,332    

Years
as a designer

Designers are leveling up: In 2019, most designers have 
5-9 years experience. It’s not a huge jump, but compare 
that to 2017, when the majority of designers had 1-4 
years experience.
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Apprentice / Mentor

Skills

4K0 8K6K

I was born this way

Online learning

Bachelor’s degree

Associate’s degree

Workshops / Program

Technical / Certificate

Specialized art school

Some college

Master’s degree

Doctorate

Education

Answers

6%    1,229

12%    2,580

17%    3,504    

32%    6,775    

4%    859    

10%    2,159    

4%    741    

6%    1,365    

3%    564    

6%    1,227    

0.1%    27    

Note: Respondents could select 
multiple answer options.

This year we honed in on education experience with an 
expanded set of 11 answer options that better represent 
the increasingly alternative paths to education sought 
by designers. (Previous censuses provided just three 
options: no degree, college degree, 
and advanced degree.) 

Bachelor’s degrees are still the most prevalent, with 
online learning and other workshops and programs on 
the rise. Hats off to the designers who were “born this 
way.” ¯\_        _/¯
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Location

“As someone who has lived both inside and outside 
of major metropolitan design hubs, I can say that my 
career moves slower when I’m not in a large city. There 
are fewer events and opportunities, so it’s on me to keep 
everything moving at a fast pace. I’m in charge of utilizing 
the local community or creating more opportunities 
through the magic of the internet.” —Meg Lewis, 31, 
freelance brand experience designer (Minneapolis, MN)

“Major work comes from afar, which means hustling to 
get that work and/or doing it remotely.” 
—John Caserta, 46, associate professor/studio owner 
(Providence, RI)
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Unknown

70

80

Age

0.5%    38    

0.5%    26    

60 3%    244    

50 7%    658    

40 13.5%    1,273    

Average 35

30 33%    3,146    

20 42%    3,999    

10 0.5%    45    

Age Designers

Age

Each dot  
represents a designer
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Male

36%    3,364    

Trans*

0.2%    18    

Female

61%    5,798    

Gender fluid

0.3%    29    

Prefer not to say

0.8%    79    

Gender questioning

0.1%    13   

Non-binary

0.7%    69    

Other

0.1%    13   

Gender nonconforming

0.4%    41   

Agender

Less than 0.1%    4   

Bigender

Less than 0.1%    2   

Pangender

Less than 0.1%    1

Gender

More women than ever are in the design workforce, as 
are non-binary designers—though unfortunately this 
data set is still too small to be statistically significant.
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Women outnumber men in every category, especially in 
school as students, which has been a common trend for 
years. The numbers of women and men designers are 
most equal in the self-employed/small business owner 
category. Most non-binary and gender fluid designers 
work full-time in-house or at an agency/consultancy.
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193
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-
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Gender  
+ Employment type

1,587 1,008

2,575 1,344

100%

0%

More color means 
more designers within 
each gender
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25% 50%0 75% 100%

Gender  
+ Design discipline

Social impact design

Illustration

Research

Service design

Environmental design

Other

Packaging design

Education

UX design

Strategy

Experience design

UI design

Data science

Animation

Interaction design

Motion graphics

Game design

AI / Algorithm design

AR / VR design

Communication / Graphic design

Male Female

48

823

898

287

88

814

457

269

951

550

358

720

235

74

1,212

2,512

390

37

409

1,183

40

1,093

1,520

465

55

842

660

282

1,284

563

558

1,075

543

87

1,506

4,648

642

37

662

1,598

Notes:  
Every designer could  
answer multiple options for  
design discipline.
 
The respondents who identify as 
non-male or non-female was too 
small to be statistically significant.

Women designers are more likely to work in social 
impact and illustration, while men are more likely to work 
in tech-based design disciplines like AR/VR, AI, game 
design, motion graphics, and interaction design.
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No

76%    7,157    

Yes

15%    1,436   

Prefer not to say

9%    836   

LGBTQIA+

The number of designers who identify as LGBTQIA+ has 
increased 5% since 2017.
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Asian

36%    877    

Other

1%    113    

White / Caucasian

71%    6,651   

Prefer not to say

3%    250    

Latina / Latino / 
Latinx / Hispanic

8%    732    

Native / Hawaiian

Less than 1%    24   

Bi- / Multi-racial

5%    443    

Native American / First  
Nations / First People

Less than 1%    21   

Black / 
African American

3%    318   

Ethnicity

“Companies, programs, and people who hire designers 
should be looking outside of the expected four-year 
programs on the coasts. There are scores of non-
traditional programs and two-year community colleges 
that are graduating highly skilled designers who, quite 
often, come from a from a much wider range of diverse 
backgrounds.” —Seth Johnson, design program director 
at IBM (Austin, TX)
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designers working today?

Now that we know who’s designing today, let’s 
take a closer look at how they’re doing it. Outside 
of graphic design, what industries are designers 
working in, and what kinds of clients do they have? 
How long have they been at their current job, and 
how many hours do they spend there each week? 
And when they’re not on the job, are they working 
on a side hustle? If so, what is it? We have SO 
many questions.

In order to better understand how the growing gig 
economy is affecting designers, we expanded our 
line of questioning around side hustles, from tea-
ching and freelance jobs to volunteering. We lear-
ned some surprising things about what different 
kinds of designers are doing during their off hours. 
For example, the person most likely to jump ship 
for something they’re starting up on their own mi-
ght not be the mid-level designer on your team; 
turns out it’s those C-suiters you have to keep 
your eye on. After all, once you’re at the top the-
re’s nowhere else to go.

There are obviously lots of reasons why designers 
leave a job, and we’ll get into the nuances of job 
satisfaction in a later section, but one important 
related factor we’ll cover here is skills. What skills 
do designers have in spades, and what skills might 
be less developed? It’s interesting to note that in 
2017, designers said the skills they needed most 
for the future are: adaptability to tech and social 
change, empathy, communication skills, storytel-
ling, observation and listening, psychology and 
human behavior, and managing complexity. Yet 

we don’t see that coming to bear, at least not yet. 
After art direction—which far exceeds every 
other skill—most designers in 2019 are skilled in 
drawing and painting, photography, film and vi-
deo, UI and UX design, data visualization, coding, 
and copywriting. “Non-design” skills, like mento-
ring and public speaking, also rank high.

Of course, it’s not all about leveling up. A key 
component to any healthy designer’s lifestyle is 
perspective and, as much as it can be attained, 
balance. “Design is not life. Staring at a computer 
kind of eats your soul. Being out in the world ha-
ving adventures is the biggest factor in being in-
spired enough to keep designing.” —T.J. Roe, 39, 
freelance designer/art director (Lincoln, NE)
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2K0 4K

Industry

Total designers

Accounting
Advertising
Aerospace
Agriculture

Alcohol / Tobacco
Architecture

Arts / Entertainment
Biotech

Clothing / Textile
Construction

Consulting
Consumer goods

Data sciences
Digital products + services  

Education
Electronics

Energy
Finance

Food / Beverage
Government

Healthcare
Hospitality

Industrial goods
Insurance

Legal
Marketing

Medical / Pharmaceutical
Publishing

Real estate
Retail

Shipping
Social media

Transportation
Travel / Tourism

Other

Industries

1%    367
7%    3,613

1%    719

3%    1,217

9%    4,215

0.6%    271

3%      1,512

4%    1,912

2%    1,084

1%    411

5%    2,358

2%    1,211

3%     1,529

1%    465

1%    541

4%    1,969

2%    1,071

2%    998

8%    4,101

2%    1,011

4%    1,981

7%    3,425

6%    2,789

1%    484

0.4%    208

1%    419

1%    595

1%    587

5%    2,659

2%    948

2%    1,138

1%    527

1%    473

1%    647

2%    1,011

After communication/graphic design—which far 
exceeds every other industry—most designers work in 
business and the arts, including fine art, art history, and 
design history.
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3D / Animation

AI / Algorithm design

AR / VR design

Business development

Art direction

Business operations

Coding 

Copywriting

Data analysis

Data visualization

Drawing / Painting

Facilitation

Film / Video

Leadership

Mentoring

Photography

Project management

Public speaking

Research

SEO / Social media

UI design

UX design

Writing (published articles)

Other

2K0 4K 6K

Skills

Skills

Total designers

3%    1,245    

0.2%    72    

0.3%    139    

15%    5,879    

2%    740    

1%    546    

4%     1,432    

4%     1,448    

1%    294    

 5%    1,831    

8%   3,137    

2%    794    

3%    1,125    

6%    2,413    

4%    1,706    

7%    2,589    

8%    3,087    

2%    866    

5%    2,163    

3%    1,174    

8%   3,051    

7%    2,907    

1%    574    

2%    879    

After art direction—which far exceeds every other 
skill—most designers are skilled in drawing/painting, 
photography, data visualization, UI and UX design, 
coding, copywriting, and 3D/animation. Among “non-
design” skills, project management, leadership, SEO/
social media, and mentoring also rank high.
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Employment type

Full-time employee 
(in-house)

42%    4,006    

Full-time employee 
(agency / consultancy)

28%    2.652    

Student

4%    377    

Freelance

9%    869    

Educator

4%    364   

Permalance 
(agency, in-house, etc.)

2%    185   

Not working

1%    114   

Self-employed /  
Small business owner 

9%    862   

Most designers work full-time in-house or at an agency /
consultancy, which is consistent with census data from 
2017. Slightly more designers today work freelance or 
are self-employed, and slightly fewer do contract or 
permalance work. 
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The drop off rate for full-time employees working in-
house or at an agency (as well as contract/permalance 
workers at the same companies) is around the four-year 
mark, which is when many designers reportedly tend to 
stagnate. Most self-employed/small business owners 
are in it for themselves for the long haul—for 
11+ years. Of all these groups, educators vary the most, 
with many working for the same institution for anywhere 
from just a handful of years to a decade or longer, though 
it’s interesting to note if there is a burn-out period for 
educator, it’s around year 9-10. 

“The reason I left my job was that after four years is 
I had a feeling in my gut that I was done. I was ready 
for something new, but I didn’t know what it was. I 
felt like I plateaued, I knew the drill at the studio and 
sure, you learn something new with every job, but 
overall I felt a little stuck.”  
—Alex Stikeleather, 30, freelance designer + art director 
(Brooklyn, NY) 

1 - 2 years 3-4 years 5 - 7 years 8 - 10 years 11+ years<  1 year

Working status

I have worked here since

Years 
at current job

Self-employed / 
Small business owner

Full-time employee  
(agency / consultancy)

Full-time employee (in-house)

Permalance (agency, in-house, etc.)

Freelance

Educator

Student

Not working
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Job title

Adjunct  professor

Art director

Associate dean

C-level (CXO, CDO, ect.)

Creative director or director

Dean

Design lead or manager

Full-time faculty / Professor

Global or executive director

Instructor

Intern

Junior designer

Mid-level designer

Owner, partner, or principal

President or VP

Program chair

Project manager / Producer

Senior designer

1K0 2K

Job title

Total designers

2%    305    

11%    1,663    

0%    5    

1%    75    

11%    1,609    

0%    5    

14%    2,166    

2%    265    

1%    90    

1%    208    

3%    430    

10%    1,462    

14%     2,156    

9%    1,412    

1%    133    

0.4%    61    

4%    668    

17%    2,580    
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Company size

1 - 10 employees

25%    2,373   

11 - 50 employees

17%    1,631    

251 - 500 employees

9%    716    

51 - 100 employees

9%    859    

501 - 1,000 employees

6%    553   

1,000+ employees
22%    2,073   

101 - 250 employees

10%    910  

Unsure

3%    314   

These responses are remarkably similar to 2017 census 
data, with most designers working in either very large or 
very small companies.
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Hours worked

Less than 40 hours

18%    1,708   

41 - 50 hours

32%    2,980   

40 hours

42%    3,948   

51 - 60 hours

6%    612   

61+ hours

2%    181   

These responses are remarkably similar to 2017 census 
data, with most designers working either 40 hours or 41-
50 hours each week.
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25% 50%0 75% 100%

Working status Distribution of designers by working hours

Hours worked  
+ Employment type

Student

Self-employed / Small business owner

Permalance (agency, in-house, etc.)

Not working

Full-time employee (in-house)

Full-time employee (agency / consultancy)

Freelance

Educator

Less than 40 hours 
40 hours
41 - 50 hours
51 - 60 hours
61+ hours

Those consistently putting in 60+ hours each week 
are self-employed/small business owners and 
educators. Those consistently working between 40-
50 hours are full-time employees. Freelancers and 
students make up the majority of designers working 
less than 40 hours each week, though this may be due 
to time that’s split across different types of work or 
time spent on school work. 
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Starting something up

Occasional freelance work

Regular freelance work

Favors for friends + family only

Have a part-time job

Volunteer

Own a small business

Teach

None

2K0 4K

Side work

Total designers

10%    1,746    

25%    4,203    

8%    1,284    

21%    3,537    

4%    588    

16%    2,641    

6%    930    

5%    801    

6%    1,060    

Turns out designers are a rather altruistic bunch. Almost 
all designers at every level spend around 20% of their 
time volunteering. Also, nearly all designers spend some 
time on paid freelance work and doing favors for friends 
or family. Those actively working on startup businesses 
are largely C-suiters and executives.

“I thrive on not spending all my time on the same 
problem. I like to bounce around. I don’t want to feel as 
if I’m operating in a bubble. Being in a large company, 
it often feels like an echo chamber. Also because of 
the company size, roles are pretty specialized. Certain 
muscles atrophy after prolonged time of non-usage.”  
—Eric Hu, 30, former global design director at Nike 
(Portland, OR)
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designers making today?

How are designers compensated for their work? It 
depends on who you ask. Over the past few years, 
designers’ average salary has remained relatively 
static, hovering between $67,000 and $69,500 in 
2016 and 2017, respectively. This year designers are 
making more money, bringing in $75,974 annually 
when income ranges are averaged. But averages 
only tell part of the story. A closer look reveals some 
serious disparities in what designers are paid. Most 
designers who answered the survey make between 
$50,000-$74,999, but that number is lower for a 
majority of LGBTQIA+ designers, who report ma-
king between $35,000-$49,999 annually. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the smallest number of designers 
(2.5%) make more than $200,000 a year, which 
tracks with the lower percentage of high-level desi-
gners who answered the survey. 

Drilling down a little deeper, our data shows that glo-
bal creative directors are compensated best with 
an average salary of $146,777, followed by C-suite 
level designers at $134,266, and university deans 
at $129,999. On the other end of the spectrum, 
junior designers make $44,837 on average, while 
mid-level designers get a bump to $63,119. Senior 
designers can expect to make in the ballpark of 
$81,000, which is the same range as full-time fa-
culty and art directors. 

The good news for young designers is that things do 
get better. One of the biggest salary indicators is len-
gth of career; designers tend to make more money 
the longer they stay in the industry. Designers who’ve 
been working up to four years are making $72,504 

on average, while designers with five to nine years 
experience jump up to $90,205. Salaries continue 
to increase until 20+ years, when designers report 
making $122,859 on average. 

It’s worth noting that designers who live in rural par-
ts of the U.S. make less than designers working in 
major cities, where high paying agency and tech-
nology jobs are concentrated. Compensation va-
ries state to state, too. Designers in California pull in 
an average of $94,858 and designers in New York 
and Washington make $90,740 and $89,567, re-
spectively. Meanwhile, designers in the Midwest and 
South make significantly less—designers in Ohio 
net $56,613, Iowans make $52,707, and Louisianans 
average $47,804 a year. 

When it comes to gender, men are more likely to 
make more than $150,000 annually. This tracks 
with national data that shows women hold just 11% 
of leadership positions in the design industry and 
make 80 cents on the dollar compared to their 
male counterparts. But it’s not just about the mo-
ney. While freelancers and self-employed/small 
business owners are the most likely to go without 
any benefits at all, the majority of designers get 
paid time off and health insurance, particularly if 
they work in-house, at an agency, or in education. 
Across the board, designers say there’s little chil-
dcare support, and if you’re hoping for ball pits 
and office slides, look elsewhere—“fun” benefits 
are on the decline from previous years.
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Salary

Less than $25,000

10%    970  

$25,000 to $34,999

5%    501    

$75,000 to $99,999

18%    1,700    

$35,000 to $49,999

15%    1,414    

$100,000 to $149,999

16%    1,516   

$150,000 to $199,999

4%    400   

$200,000+

2%    233   

$50,000 to $74,999

29%    2,695  

Most designers make between $50,000-$75,000 a year, 
regardless of gender. While fewer than 3% of designers 
identified as something other than male or female, almost 
all of them make less than $25,000 a year. Global creative 
directors command the highest pay at  $146,777 annually, 
while junior designers are paid the least at $44,837 a year. 

“For me, salary was one of the main factors in 
choosing a career at first. Now, understanding the 
impact of my work as well as how pushed I am to 
think critically about design and improve my own 
skills weighs a lot more.”  —Robine Nucum, 27, 
marketing designer (Brooklyn, NY)
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Men are more likely than other genders 
to make more than $150,000 a year. 
This  tracks with national data that 
shows women hold just 11% of leadership 
positions in the design industry and 
make 80 cents on the dollar compared 
to their male counterparts. 

“The laser focus on representation makes 
me blue and impatient. The field became 
majority female in the late 1980s and early 
’90s, and all that representation brought 
was less pay. The day-to-day experiences 
of women around power and influence 
remain mostly unchanged. Diversity and 
inclusion matter, but will not solve more 
consequential issues around wealth and 
social expectations.”  
—Juliette Cezzar, 44, associate professor 
(New York City, NY)

25% 50%0 75% 100%

Salary Distribution of designers by gender

Less than $25,000 970

$25,000 to $34,999 501

$35,000 to $49,999 1,414

$50,000 to $74,999 2,695

$75,000 to $99,999 1,700

$100,000 to $149,999 1,516

$150,000 to $199,999 400

$200,000+ 233

Salary  
+ Gender

Female 
Male
Non-binary
Prefer not to say
Agender
Bigender
Other
Gender questioning
Gender nonconforming
Gender fluid
Trans
Pangender 
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25% 50%0 75% 100%

Salary Distribution of designers by LGBTQIA+ status

Less than $25,000 970

$25,000 to $34,999 501

$35,000 to $49,999 1,414

$50,000 to $74,999 2,695

$75,000 to $99,999 1,700

$100,000 to $149,999 1,516

$150,000 to $199,999 400

$200,000+ 233

Salary  
+ LGBTQIA+

Non-LGBTQIA+
LGBTQIA+
Prefer not to say

Most LGBTQIA+ designers who responded make 
$35,000-$49,000 a year, while most non-LGBTQIA+ 
designers make $50,000-$74,000.
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The most common benefit, regardless 
of where designers work, is paid time 
off. Parents aren’t so lucky—the least 
common benefit is employer-provided 
childcare.

“Best benefit? Profit-sharing. Most 
useless benefit? Summer Fridays.”  
—Eric Thomas, 42, studio owner and 
creative director (Tallahassee, FL)

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.

Childcare

Disability insurance

Employer-matched 
retirement account

Employer-provided food / Meals

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Life insurance

Medical and / or dental insurance

None

3K 7K

Benefits

1K 5K

Job title

Total designers

2%    854    

1%    426    

7%    3,575    

9%    4,690    

4%    1,960    

5%    2,836    

9%    4,550    

13%    6,739    

Retirement account 9%    4,976    

Transportation / Commuting benefits 5%    2,492    

Paid parental leave

Paid time off

Professional association 
memberships

Professional development /  
Education funding

Profit sharing / Stock options

7%    3,565    

13%    6,938    

3%    1,728    

7%    3,558    

4%    2,141    

2%    1,291    

Other 1%    399    

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

Benefit

Total designers

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

16%    302    

2%    44    

1%    18    

2%    29    

5%    96    

11%    218    

1%    18    

12%    231    

0%    6    

4%    83    

8%    149    

1%    17    

10%    198    

1%    12    

10%    199    

11%    205    

5%    103    

Educator

Benefits + Employment type

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type
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“I would only take a long-term job if it 
came with travel and or flexibility. Value 
the human, and their work will have value. 
Free time is an investment in longevity.” 
—T.J. Roe, 39, freelance designer and art 
director (Lincoln, NE)

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

40%

Medical and / or dental insurance

Total designers

7%    81    

6%    69    

1%    14    

41%    490    

4%    48    

2%    23    

7%    87    

4%    51    

3%    40    

2%    23    

1%    7    

7%    81    

1%    16    

6%    69    

3%    31    

1%    13    

4% 46    

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Benefit

Freelance

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

Total designers

14%    2,300    

5%    828    

1%    113    

0%    60    

4%    742    

9%    1,590    

4%    752    

9%    1,593    

2%    285    

3%    519    

7%    1,115    

1%    110    

15%    2,506    

4%    636    

7%    1,106    

8%    1,387    

7%    1,256    

Benefit

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Full-time employee (agency / consultancy)

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

Total designers

 13%    3,699   

5%    1,418    

1%    170    

0%    42    

6%    1,813    

9%    2,713    

3%     921    

10%    2,834    

2%    456    

3%    861    

7%    2,163    

1%    272    

13%    3,821    

4%    1,314    

7%    1,930    

10%    2,784    

7%    2,078    

Benefit

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Full-time employee (in-house) 

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0  20%

Total designers

14%    49    

4%    12    

2%    7    

9%    32    

5%    16    

6%    20    

5%    16    

9%    32    

1%    5    

3%    10    

6%    21    

1%    4    

13%    44    

4%    12    

6%    19    

7%    23    

6%    20    

Benefit

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Not working 

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

Total designers

12%    51    

5%    23    

2%    10    

14%    57    

6%    24    

5%    22    

10%    40    

7%    30    

4%    18    

3%   11    

4%    15    

0%    1    

12%    51    

3%    11    

6%    26    

5%    19    

3%      12    

Benefit

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Permalance (agency, in-house, etc.) 

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development / 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

Total designers

Benefits + Employment type

11%    214    

4%    72    

2%    32    

17%    351    

3%    68    

4%    87    

4%    88    

9%    178    

1%    28    

9%    185    

4%    80    

0%    9    

10%    200    

6%    123    

8%    165    

4%    86    

3%    67    

Benefit

Self-employed / Small business owner 

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.
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Medical and / or dental insurance

Transportation / Commuting benefits

Other

Employer-matched retirement 
account

None

Fitness / Wellness benefits

Employer-provided food / Meals

Retirement account

Professional association memberships

Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Profit sharing / Stock options

Professional development/ 
Education funding

Life insurance

Paid parental leave

10%0 20%

30%

Total designers

7%    43    

4%    26    

6%    35    

37%    230    

5%    29    

3%    17    

6%    38    

4%    27    

3%    16    

2%    13    

1%    9    

1%    6    

6%    37    

3%    17    

7%    44    

2%    15    

3%    16    

Benefit

The pink bar represents the 
industry average;
The yellow bar represents the 
average by employment type

Note: every designer could answer 
multiple options for side jobs.

Student

Benefits + Employment type

Adult ball pit, foosball, etc.



38Section IV—How satisfied 
are designers? 

Money is important, but it’s not the only thing kee-
ping designers happy in their jobs. In this section, 
we set out to explore what make designers feel 
satisfied and valued (or anxious and disconten-
ted) and found that the factors impacting atti-
tudes towards work are just as complex as you 
might imagine. 

On the whole, designers are a relatively happy 
bunch, with 65% saying they feel satisfied in their 
current position. That said, this is a significant de-
crease from 2017, when 82% of designers repor-
ted feeling satisfied. The dip in overall satisfaction 
reflects a growing sense of instability in the indu-
stry. Compared to previous years, fewer designers 
say they feel “rock solid,” and more report feeling 
“a little concerned” about their job security. Could 
automation, shrinking budgets, and general cultu-
ral unrest play a role? 

Even the happiest designers aren’t free from wor-
ry—satisfied designers are the most likely to feel 
like they’re spread too thin, while the least satisfied 
designers say they don’t feel creatively fulfilled and 
aren’t valued at their job. It’s not all angst and uncer-
tainty, though. Designers are seeking out work-li-
fe balance, side hustles, and volunteer work, and 
they’re happier for it. Small business owners who 
volunteer report feeling happiest, while designers 
who work part-time and are “starting something 
up” feel the least satisfied. Geographically, the hap-
piest designers tend to live in cities, while their rural 
counterparts report feeling less satisfied and more 
disconnected from the design community.

Many designers say learning opportunities and 
growth are key to staying in a job, but that’s not 
everyone’s experience in their current position: 
Just over half of designers say they’re learning 
new skills on a regular basis. “I’m not a job hop-
per, but as a roving career advisor I often advise 
people to leave as soon as they’re done learning 
what they’re going to learn in a position. If com-
panies had a reason to invest time and energy 
into growing people, maybe they would do it, and 
maybe people would stay.” 
—Juliette Cezzar, 44, associate professor (New 
York City, NY)
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Overall
satisfaction

Extremely satisfied  
with my work situation

11%    1,033    

Happy, but there’s room  
for improvement

54%    521    

Not sure

2%    146    

Not really satisfied,  
but I deal

26%    2,427    

Ready to call 
it quits

7%    703    

The majority of designers report feeling 
happy in their current position, despite 
saying there’s room for improvement. 
Only 11% of designers say they’re 
extremely happy, while 7% say they’re 
ready to call it quits.
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Job
stability

Rock solid

4%    405    

Fairly stable

21%    2,026    

Not sure

2%    220    

A little 
concerned

56%    5,308    

I keep my things 
in a box

16%    1,470    

Only 4% of designers say they feel 
“rock solid” in their current position, 
down from 25% in 2017. The number of 
designers who feel worry about their job 
more than tripled from 2017, with the 
vast majority of designers saying they 
feel concerned about the stability of 
their current position.

“There are lots of great jobs out here, 
but they’re getting swallowed up by huge 
companies like Amazon, Facebook, and 
Google. That’s disheartening because you 
feel like it’s only a matter of time before 
more shops close and will be swallowed 
up by these giants.” —Hannah Hoffman, 
30, associate design director at Artefact 
(Seattle, WA)
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Learning  
opportunities

Learning and increasing  
my skill set every day

21%    2,006    

Learning  
very little

26%    2,429    

Learning some 
new skills

32%    3,032    

Learning nothing

26%    2,429    

Not sure

9%    805    



Section IV: How satisfied are designers? 42

AI / Alogrithm design

UX design

Experience design

Illustration

Service design

AR / VR design

Interaction design

Education

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

Satisfaction  
+ Design discipline

continue next page
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Animation

Strategy

Motion graphics

Other

Packaging design

Social impact design

Data science

UI design

Communication / 
Graphic design

Research

Game design

Environmental design

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

start previous page
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Illustration

Packaging design

Game design

Social impact design

Communication / Graphic design

Other

Motion graphics

Education

Animation

Environmental design

Service design

UI design

Research

Strategy

UX design

AR / VR design

Experience design

AI / Algorithm design

Interaction design

Data science

- Salary 
- Satisfaction

+ Salary 
+ Satisfaction

Satisfaction + Salary

Salary

Satisfaction

Discipline

Better pay doesn’t always translate 
to happiness. Designers who work in 
advertising, branding, digital product 
design, media, strategy/innovation, for-
profit, motion graphics, social impact 
design, strategy, and UI design all have 
an above-average income, but are not 
fully satisfied.
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Medical and / 
or dental insurance

Trasportaton / 
Commuting benefits

Employer-matched 
retirement account

Other

Retirement account

Fitness / 
Wellness benefits

Employer-provided 
food / Meals

Adult ball pit, 
foosball, etc.

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

Satisfaction  
+ Benefits

continue next page
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Disability insurance

Childcare

Paid time off

Life insuance

Paid parental leave

Profit sharing / 
Stock options

Professional 
association 
memberships

None

Professional 
development / 
Education funding

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

start previous page

The happiest designers have benefits that 
go beyond basic healthcare, including 
professional association memberships, 
child care, professional development, and 
employer-provided meals. 
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The standard of work 
is pretty low

I don’t respect the 
people I work with

There’s a lack of 
flexibility over 
where and when I 
work

I’m having trouble 
acquiring new client 
work

I don’t feel creatively 
satisfied

I’m having trouble 
scaling my business

I’m spread too thin

I’m not paid 
what I’m worth 

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

continue next page

Satisfaction  
+ Job challenges
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Other

My role is not valued

There’s not much 
room to grow in my 
role

My benefits are scant 
or non-existent

I’m not solving 
worthwhile problems

I don’t have the 
opportunity to 
learn new skill

I don’t have a lot of 
autonomy or 
freedom to make 
decision

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

start previous page

Even designers who say they’re mostly 
satisfied in their job face challenges. The 
happiest designers are most likely to say 
they feel spread too thin, while the least 
happy say they’re not creatively fulfilled 
and don’t feel valued.
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Do occasional 
freelance work

Have a part-time job

Volunteer

Am starting 
something up

Favors for friends 
+ family only

Teach

Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

continue next page

Satisfaction  
+ Side work
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Not sure Ready to call 
it quits

Not really 
satisfied, but 
I deal

Happy, but 
there's room for 
improvement

Extremely 
satisfied with 
my work 
situation

None

Own a small business

Do regular 
freelance work

start previous page

Designers who own a small business and 
volunteer are the most satisfied. Those 
who work a part-time job and are starting a 
new project report being the least satisfied.
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Satisfaction  
+ Location

Extremely satisfied 
with my work 
situation

“I have less traffic, I’m closer to nature, I 
feel less stress, and I’m part of the local 
community. The longer I live here, the less 
I feel like living in a city again.” 
—Meaghan Dee, 36, associate professor 
(Blacksburg, VA).
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Satisfaction  
+ Location

Ready to call it quits

Designers who reported being happiest 
are concentrated in major cities. 
Designers who say they’re “ready to call 
it quits” are most often in smaller towns 
and feel disconnected to the design 
community. 
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Educator

Freelance

Not working

Student

Full-time employee 
(agency / 
consultancy)

Full-time employee 
(in-house)

Permalance
(agency, in-house, 
etc.)

Self-employed /
Samll business owner

Casually 
looking, if 
something pops 
up I might 
pursue

Firing on all 
cylinders to find 
something new

Happy to stay 
where I am

Open to 
opportunities, 
but not actively 
looking

Ready to make 
a move, but it's 
not urgent

No surprise here—students are the most 
likely to be seeking out new opportunities, 
while small business owners are generally 
content to stay in their current position.

Satisfaction  
+ Job hunting
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designers think about 
the future of the industry?
Now that we understand the current state of 
the design industry, it’s time to ask the big que-
stion: Where is it heading in the future? Betwe-
en new technologies, rising debts, shifting job 
expectations, and ethical reckonings, it’s safe 
to say that the design industry of tomorrow will 
look a lot different than it does today. 

Designers are still fighting the good fight to 
prove they deserve a “seat at the table,” de-
spite the ongoing  acquisition of design talent 
by businesses and consultancies. Since 2004, 
large consultancies and corporations have ac-
quired more than 100 independent design-rela-
ted companies, with around 60% of those ac-
quisitions occurring since 2015�. Design might 
be more valuable than ever, but its place in the 
corporate hierarchy is still in flux. 

Beyond the boardroom, plenty of designers are 
concerned about the lack of diversity in design 
and technology. Income disparity, consumeri-
sm, and design’s environmental impact are kee-
ping people up at night, but designers are parti-
cularly well equipped to deal with the changing 
social tides. Most designers say the ability to 
adapt to technological and social changes will 
be the most critical skill to have in the future, 
followed by a focus on developing cross-disci-
plinary skills. The teams of the future, it seems, 
will be anchored by Jacks and Jills-of-all-tra-

des instead of one-trick ponies. Empathy and 
storytelling, two perennial buzzwords, still rank 
high, which shows just how important thoughtful 
communication is in a designer’s arsenal. 

1   Statistics from John Maeda’s 2019 Design in Technology report.
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3D printing

AI and machine learning

Augmented Reality

Virtual Reality

Behavior tracking and modeling

Internet of Things

Facial and voice recognition

Distributed teams and virtual workplace

Image recognition

Crowdsourcing and open source

Human augmentation

Biological or genetic design

Conversational interfaces

Miniaturization and nanotechnology

Quantum computing

Networked device ubiquity

None of these

AI / Machine learning

AR / VR

Online behavior tracking / Modeling

Collaborative design software

Automation

Networked devices / Internet of Things

3D printing

Image recognition

Facial recognition / Biometrics

Conversational interfaces

Telepresence / Virtual workspaces

Biological / Genetic design

Energy technology

Crowdsourcing / Mechanical Turk

Quantum computing

Ubiquitous computing

Miniaturization / Nanotechnology

Parametric design

2017 2019

What technologies 
will have the biggest 
impact on design?

What technologies will have an impact going forward? 
Designers say artificial intelligence, augmented and 
virtual reality, and collaborative design software are 
poised to change the industry.

“I’m hopeful that we’re moving away from “move fast and 
break things” as our mantra. And instead we’re learning 
to “slow down and ask questions.” I see a rising wave of 
designers who are admitting to the faults designers have, 
the role we’ve played in a lot of technology problems, and 
are willing to stand up for what they believe.”  
—Hannah Hoffman, 30, associate design director 
(Seattle, WA)
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Adaptability (to tech / social change)

Cross-functional / Multi-disciplinary skills

Communication / Listening

Empathy

Storytelling

Cross-cultural skills

Systems thinking

Experimentation / Play

Design research

Design frameworks (HCD, Design Thinking)

Data analysis

Leadership

Algorithm / Data model design

Speaking / Writing

Architecture / Environmental design

Facilitation

Adaptability to tech and social change

Communication skills

Cross-cultural skills

Cross-functional skills

Empathy

Observation and listening

Storytelling

Leadership

Algorithm and data model design

Systems thinking

Play

Data analysis

2017 2019

What design skills 
will be most critical 
in the future?

“What the field is witnessing is not that 
different from what education is facing. 
How do we best educate people? 
Higher learning will see more and more 
competition from alternative education 
platforms.  

Software, small-scale workshops, and 
niche education are already reducing the 
appetite for students to pay full tuition for a 
degree.”   
—John Caserta, 46, associate professor/
studio owner (Providence, RI)
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Ethics in design

Diversity in design + tech

Designers not having a “seat at the table”

Education cost and equity of access

Consumer vs. social impact focus

Environmental impacts of design

Generational differences in the workforce

Algorithm bias

Software complexity

Trademark and patent issues

Lack of awareness of design's impact

Designers not having a “seat at the table”

Diversity in design + tech

Income inequality

Ethical role of designers

Design's role in consumerism

Environmental impacts of design

Designing for disabilities

Multi-generational workplace compatibility

Lack of resources for design research

Lack of accessibility of design education

Algorithmic bias

Lack of guidelines for UX ethics 

Planned obsolecence

Automation in the workplace

Trademark and IP protection issues

Lack of software literacy

2017 2019

What are the most 
important issues 
facing design?

“I think many strides could be taken to 
examine the economic barriers to this 
profession; software subscriptions, 
event ticketing costs, private university 
tuition—all of these costs are some form of 

gatekeeping whether intentional or not.”  
—Mike Tully, 29, art director of  
The Brooklyn Rail, adjunct professor 
(Brooklyn, NY)
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AIGA, the professional association for design, is the 
oldest and largest non-profit design association in 
the United States. Since it was founded in 1914, AIGA 
has been committed to advancing the value and 
impact of design. 
aiga.org | @AIGAdesign

Eye on Design is an award-winning editorial 
platform that tells stories about the world’s most 
exciting designers—and the issues they care about. 
Founded in 2015 and published by AIGA, Eye on 
Design is excited to support the 2019 Design Census. 
eyeondesign.aiga.org | @AIGAeyeondesign

Google Design is a cooperative effort led by 
designers, writers, and developers at Google, working 
across teams to create content and produce events 
that showcase Google’s design work and champion 
innovators in our field. Google Design is pleased to 
continue its support of the Design Census.
design.google | @GoogleDesign

Accurat is a data visualization design, research, 
and innovation studio with offices in Brooklyn and 
Milan. Since 2011, Accurat has helped hundreds of 
companies, global organizations, and digital startups 
turn data into a resource to drive awareness, 
engagement, comprehension, and insight.
accurat.it | @accuratstudio

If you’re interested in supporting design research projects like this, please 
get in touch: eodpartnerships@aiga.org


