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1. 

Best Practices 
Since 2016, Visible has been facilitating volunteer creative services. 
Along the way, we’ve learned a lot about what makes a pro-bono 
project successful, and what makes a project fail. No need to learn 
these lessons the hard way! Our new and improved best practices 
(now with Real Talk™ ) have been designed by our team to prevent bad 
projects before they happen.

The Quarterly Project Cohort system

Weekly volunteer Slack check-ins with Visible

Nonprofit printing & asset budget guidelines

The Immediate Action policy 
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Three 
Myths & 
a Truth  
So, you’re ready to start your first pro-
bono project! The client is a cause 
you’re passionate about, they love your 
portfolio, and everyone is excited to get 
started. So, what could go wrong?  
Well, a lot!

We want your project to be as successful as possible, both 
for the sake of the organization, but also for your sake. 
Who wants to invest their time and energy into a project 
that fails? Or create work that never gets used or isn’t 
appreciated? Lucky for you, we’ve put together a set of best 
practice guidelines, contracts, and processes to help our 
members set their pro-bono projects up for success.

Through our work in connecting clients to pro-bono projects, 
we’ve observed three myths that creative professionals and 
organizations have about pro-bono creative work that can 
cause even projects with the best of intentions to fail:

Myth #1 

Volunteer creative work is easier than work for hire.

 
Myth #2 

Because everyone involved has good intentions, the project 
will succeed.
 

Myth #3

Because I’m doing this work for free, the client will love it, 
and appreciate my work and time. 

The Truth?

Turns out, good intentions and enthusiasm aren’t enough 
to make pro-bono projects successful. Most of us would 
never expect a project for a paying client to succeed 
without contracts, deadlines, and clearly communicated 
deliverables. So, why do we expect pro-bono projects to be 
successful without them?

The success of your project depends upon solid planning, 
processes, and client education, just like any paying 
project. Above all, put everything in writing. That way, if any 
miscommunications do occur, you’ll have a clear record of 
what was promised and the processes everyone agreed to.

The problem is, creating pro-bono specific contracts and 
processes is a lot more work than most volunteers are 
qualified for or willing to invest time into. So now what?

Our solution: Quarterly Project Cohorts

The Cohort system was developed to provide resources 
and structure in the form of four organized project drives 
each year. Visible provides the contracts, resources, and 
structured processes, you get to concentrate on providing 
creative work to your client. 

All cohort projects begin on the same day and follow our 
established 12-week timeline—that means same deadlines, 
same milestones, same completion date for all volunteers. 
In fact, a Visible project may not extend more than 12 weeks 
from start to finish, and that’s non-negotiable. After 12 
weeks, the project is simply over, whether it was completed 
or not. This way, you know exactly the amount of time you 
are committing before you begin, and the client knows that 
there are clear consequences for a delay.

Members still manage their own projects and client 
communication, while Visible hosts the cohort-specific Slack 
channel where volunteers share check in each week, share 
work in progress, and communicate directly with Visible HQ.

So, with all these processes and 
resources in place, all Visible projects 
must be 100% successful, right? Nope. 
 
Inevitably, each cohort always has a few projects that 
fail. This term, our team is determined to reach a 100% 
project success rate. For this reason, the following pages 
contain some Real Talk™ about our expectations, your 
responsibilities, and what happens if you don’t meet them.
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Weekly 
Slack
Check-ins  
Throughout the 12-week project 
timeline, Visible has two priorities: 

1.  To make sure that the scope of work for every Visible 
project is completed within 12 weeks.

2. To make sure that the work created meets or exceeds 
Visible’s standards of quality.

The Slack check-in responsibilities are:

1. Check in each week on or before 10am PT each Monday. 

Our team has reserved Monday mornings out of our 
schedule to attend this Slack check-in process. Visible is 
100% volunteer-run. If you post Tuesday — Friday, you are 
taking time away from our paid work that allows us to run 
Visible. Please be respectful of our time by checking in on or 
before Monday at 10am. 

Please do not make us remind you of this responsibility; and 
do not make us email you because you missed a check-in! 

Our team responds to check-ins until Monday 2pm PT.

Real Talk™ 

Because missing a Slack check-in has 
proved to be such a reliable indicator 
that a project will fail, missing two 
consecutive check-ins will result in an 
immediate project termination.

2. Turn on Slack notifications.

We don’t like to have to remind our volunteers to check in, 
but pinging you on Slack is the easiest way for us to do so if 
we have to. 

Receiving Slack notifications is the best way to get notified 
of opportunities to respond to questions and comments and 
help your cohort members lead their projects to success.

3. Post your work in progress weekly and help  
your fellow cohort members 

The reason we have our cohort members post WIP each 
week is so that we can all work together to make sure that 
the work presented to every Visible client meets our quality 
standards.  
 

Our volunteers span many skill levels—
while we fully expect that your work will 
exceed our standards, every creative 
team needs a little help sometimes. 

So, along the way, our team will comment and give a 
thumbs up to work that is exactly where it should be. 
We may ask questions about style choices or routes of 
exploration to help guide your work. Typically, critique 
sessions are very light touch. We try not to creative direct, 
that is not our role!

An example of a typical work 
in progress Slack  channel post
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Printing 
& Assets  
Guidelines for working respectfully 
within the limited budgets of a non-
profit client.

Printing

The majority of Visible clients don’t have prior experience 
sending creative work to print, and are working within 
limited budgets. For this reason, it’s advisable to start a 
conversation about printing with the client within the first 
week of your project. Ask them how they are planning to 
have this work printed, since that will influence your design. 

For instance, if your client is planning 
to print materials at FedEx or Kinko’s, 
you’ll probably want to avoid bleeds on 
your design, since a copy shop digital 
brochure can’t accommodate bleeds 
without substantial added cost. 

You’ll want to encourage your client to do a little homework 
in the first two weeks to gather pricing from three types of 
vendors. For instance, you may want to  ask them to contact 
FedEx, Vistaprint, and a local digital printer. 

When they contact the local printer, they may want to ask if 
they can offer a discount — many printers have been known 
to support local causes with donated printing. Alternatively, 
you can do this research and present options to your client 
to choose from. It’s up to you if you would rather have them 
do it, or if you’d like to present options.

The final project deadline for handing over print-ready 
files to the client is the end of the 12th week.

Fonts

Fonts are complicated! Purchasing and licensing can be 
challenging to understand and explain to a client. For 
instance, if you own the license to a typeface, and you 
use it to design a logo for a client, that client can use 
the font as it appears in that logo. However, if your client 
asks for that typeface to use on a letter that they will 
write on their letterhead, they need to purchase it to use 
on their computer. The same applies if they want to use 
that typeface on a website, they will need to purchase the 
webfont files. This can all be cost-prohibitive to a small non-
profit, and may even prevent them from fully implementing 
your work.

It’s important  to always take the client’s budget limitations 
into consideration and refrain from using expensive 
typefaces (think: Gotham or Chronicle) in brand work for 
pro-bono clients — even if you have access to and a license 
to use those fonts on your computer.

For these reasons, we recommend using 
only Typekit or Google fonts whenever 
possible, because they will be either 
free or affordable for the client to use 
in the future, and available in webtype 
versions without additional licensing. 

If you want to use an expensive typeface in a logo, but can 
design your brand in a way that will not use that typeface 
for body text or website use — that’s ok too.
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Real Talk™ 

Immediate 
Action
Policy  
Over the past two years, we’ve found 
that we are able to tell early on if a 
project will be completed successfully. 
There are three red flags our team will 
be looking out for: 

Missing a Slack check-in

Missing a deadline to present a round of work

A client missing a deadline for feedback

Your responsibilities and deadlines

During the 12-week process your basic responsibilities are 
clear and simple: Meet your deadlines for creative work. And, 
check in with our team each week on Slack.

Client responsibilities and deadlines  

Your client has contractually agreed to meet deadlines for 
feedback outlined in the project timeline. If your client is 
not meeting their responsibilities, even in a small way, 
please contact us immediately. We have found that if we 
are able to correct this early on, the project can usually get 
back on track. The longer the client is allowed to delay on 
a responsibility, the more likely that the project will not be 
completed. It’s better for our team to step in early to correct 
this than try to address weeks of non-responsiveness once 
it has been established as a pattern.

Immediate Action Policy
 
Because we have found that non-responsiveness to a Slack 
check-in or deadline on the creative team or client side (yes, 
even missing just one deadline or Slack check-in) is such a 
reliable indicator that the project will not be completed, we 
have implemented an immediate action procedure to make 
sure that no party wastes additional time investing work or 
energy into a project that will fail.

If any one of your project’s deadlines or check-in 
responsibilities is not met, and Visible has not received  
prior notification or a reason based on extenuating 
circumstances (think, a medical or family emergency), the 
project will be terminated immediately.

Consequences

When a Visible volunteer does not meet their 
responsibilities, they compromise the integrity of Visible 
as an organization, and place the client organization in 
the tedious situation of having to wait out the rest of this 
quarter, go through the volunteer matching process again, 
then wait an additional 12 weeks to receive the creative 
work they are in urgent need of. This wastes time, is 
harmful to our organization, the non-profit client, and your 
reputation as a designer.

If you have any doubts that you will  
be able to successfully meet the two 
basic responsibilities of volunteering 
with Visible (weekly check-ins, 
delivering rounds on dates in timeline), 
please do not volunteer to work on a 
Visible project.
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2. 

Resources
Contracts, timelines, and legal agreements, oh my! Don’t be scared, 
we’ve got your back. Our collection of resources and guidelines provide 
everything you and your client need to be prepared and protected.

 
Client and Creative team contracts and agreements  

(we send these to you the first week of your project)

Scope and Value of Work statements 

(we provide the formula, you design the layout)

Case study file specifications
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J U N I O R  L E V E L M I D  L E V E L S E N I O R  L E V E L S M A L L  ST U D I O L A R G E  AG E N C Y

Hourly rate $35/hr $65/hr $85/hr $125/hr $145/hr

Estimated average  
volunteer project hours 3.5 hrs/week 3.5 hrs/week 3.5 hrs/week 3.5 hrs/week 3.5 hrs/week

Minimum estimated  
donation value for 

a 12-week project
$1470 $2730 $3570 $5250 $6,090

Scope  
and Value 
of Work
Providing a Value of Work helps your 
client understand the value of your 
donation and respect your time. 
Providing a Scope of Work that includes 
a final list of deliverables prevents 
surprises and disappointments, and 
discourages scope creep.

Scope of Work

Visible requires all our creative teams to provide a Scope 
of Work document to the client that outlines exactly what 
they can expect to receive at the end of the project. A logo? 
A 6 page website? Be as specific as possible. "Branding" 
may mean one logo to you, but it may mean a set of logos, 

style guide and icons, letterhead, and business card to 
your client. Let them know exactly what is and what is not a 
deliverable for this project, in as much detail as possible.
 
Clear expectations = happy clients. 

Value of Work

Organizations typically aren’t familiar with what creative 
work costs. It’s important that your client knows the worth 
of your work, so that they can respect your time and appre-
ciate the value of your donation. 

For this reason, Visible requires that all of our creative 
teams clearly communicate the dollar value of their dona-
tion in a Value of Work document before starting a project.
Be sure to use the hourly rates that correlate to your skill 
level in the chart below. This allows Visible to standardize 
our volunteer donations, and helps educate non-profit 
clients so they know what to expect when they are ready to 
hire a paid designer. 

If you end up devoting more hours to the project than you 
estimated, you can always provide an updated Value of 
Work document to your client at the end of the project. 

In all cases, we prefer you to over-estimate your hours 
rather than under-estimate, and under-promise and 
over-deliver in your scope of work.

Our volunteers tend to be very modest with their time and 
value estimates, but modesty is not a virtue here. Please, 
make sure that you use the hourly rate that corresponds to 
your actual skill level, and allow for a minimum of at least 
3.5 hours of work per week over the next 12 weeks. 
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DELIVERABLES:  

BRAND IDENTITY 
LOGO

Word + mark, formatted for various print 

and web applications.

3 rounds of revision, with additional 

design system elements building on the 

logo added to each round. 

COLOR PALETTE

Signature color system applicable in print 

and web, with use case examples for pri-

mary and secondary colors. 

IMAGERY STYLE GUIDELINES

Visual direction for signature photo-

graphic or illustrative style. Could include 

guidelines for photos on the fly, art 

directed photo shoots, commissioned 

illustration, or icons, depending on brand 

direction. 

TYPOGRAPHY SYSTEM

Type style recommendations that com-

pliment design style, for print, web, and 

correspondence. 

VISUAL BRAND GUIDELINES

A reference guide for your visual brand 

and messaging. Could be an interactive 

PDF or print-ready booklet file, including 

visual guidelines for all components 

designed, and selected use cases. 

SCOPE OF WORK 

A logo and identity design 

system, rooted in the brand 

messaging / vision work done 

by PCUN.

QUESTIONS?   
Kristin Rogers Brown 

 

Department Head in Graphic 

Design at Pacific Northwest 

College of Art (PNCA)

Center for Design instructor, 

Creative Director

krogersbrown@pnca.edu 

503 320 8055 (cell) 

VALUE OF WORK 
COST + TIME

As this project will be student driven, a 

value of work document will be submitted 

at project completion.

Similar project done by small, collaborative  

creative team, based on the parameters  

outlined here, could be valued at 

$6,000-$10,000.

ADDITIONAL COSTS

Wherever possible, considerations will 

be taken to make design choices that 

keep costs to a minimum (i.e., using 

open-source or low-cost fonts, being 

resourceful with photos and imagery).

Deliver your Scope and Value of Work 
document to your client during the 
first week of your project. 

Your document should include: 

Scope of work overview 
Creative team contact info
Detailed deliverables list
Value of Work (cost + time) 
Additional costs

An example of a Scope and Value of 
Work document created by the PNCA 
Center 4 Design team during Q4 2018
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Case Study  
File Specs  
You did it! You completed your project 
and handed the final files off to the 
client. Time to kick back and relax, 
right? Nope! The 12th week of your 
project is reserved to prepare your case 
study for Visible. We’re looking forward 
to promoting your work using the assets 
you provide in the featured work section 
of our website, our quarterly member 
newsletter, and on Instagram.

Below is a complete list of assets you’ll need to provide to 
Visible for your case study. Please reference the example to 
the right for an ideal case study text and assets.

Text or MS Word doc that includes: 

Your project’s description 
Creative team details, role and link to portfolio
Donated services list
Donated value of work 
Client quote (optional)
Creative Team quote
Creative team IG @handle for social media posts

3-12  JPGS  
 
1500 x 1200 px, 300 ppi
Include one "hero shot" placed in context 
(visit graphicburger.com for free in-context PSD files to use)

At least one Work in Process photo  
 
1500 x 1200 px, 300 ppi

Project Description
Portland United Against Hate (PUAH) is a coalition of local and regional 
organizations and governments working together to improve the way the city 
responds to hate crimes. 

PUAH contacted Visible for volunteer help to create a brochure and content 
strategy to help tell their story and boost fundraising efforts.

Project Team 
Peter Dean, Writer
Tess Donohoe, Designer

Work Completed
Visual identity redesign: logo, color, typography, style guide
Brochure creation: copywriting, graphic design, production design

Donated value
$6,250

Creative team Quote
"When I first saw the open project posting for Stempathy on Visible, I knew 
this was a cause I wanted to get behind. They originally asked for just a logo, 
though we felt there is much more to a brand than just the mark. Stempathy 
now has the tools they need to branch out with a brand that will grow with 
them. I’m really excited to see the impact and positive change Stempathy will 
have in the STEM field’

—  James Wilson, Lead Designer 

Client Quote
"Noel took our organization from little branding content at all to a fully 
developed style guide. She took time to research our organization, was 
attentive and open to feedback, and created beautiful design options for us 
to choose from. Noel kept us up to date and involved in the progress of the 
project, ensuring it would reflect our organizations values. We look forward to 
building a recognizable brand with the tools Noel gave us." 

—  Jess Faunt, Communications and Development Assistant, Verde

Examples of ideal case study images 
(above), and examples of ideal case study 

project descriptions and details (below)


