being equus

Who we are, what we expect of you,
and what you can expect of us
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Welcome to Equus.
This little book is about why
we’re in business, what we
stand for and how we do
things. We need you to take
the time to read it carefully.

Chapter 1

how we got
where we
are today

Of course, these days many businesses talk – often
quite glibly – about their vision and values. They
stick a poster up on a wall and think that’s going
to make a difference. Well, we take these things a
bit more seriously. For us, our vision and the things
we stand for are what set us apart, and the reason
we’ve won the reputation that Equus has today.
So if you’re going to enjoy working here – and we
very much hope you will – you’ll need to understand
not just what this business is all about, but how you
can play your part in ‘being Equus’.
Welcome again. And if there’s anything here that
isn’t clear, or needs explaining, please don’t be
afraid to ask.
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To understand where Equus
is today, and where we are
heading, you need to know
a little company history .

Before starting Equus in 1994, the four partners
all worked for a well known international design
company; you’ll see in a moment why we’re not
naming names.

Don’t worry, only a very little.

On the minus side, it was in many ways a pretty
horrible place to work. We won’t bore you with the
details, but maybe a quick list of bullet points will
give you the idea:

On the plus side, it was a great place to gain
experience, working with major clients on world
class international branding and corporate
communications projects. We also met and
worked with some great people.

1 Happy, mutually supportive atmosphere
2 Genuine commitment to creativity
3 Hours wasted in unproductive meetings
4	Ridiculously over-bureaucratic processes
5	Belief in work/life balance
6 Horrendous office politics
7 High standards of honesty and integrity
But out of adversity, good things can come. And,
in this case, the very good thing was that it gave
birth to the idea of Equus. We also knew exactly
what we wanted Equus to be like – and the pitfalls
we needed to avoid.
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Our aim was to create a design consultancy where:
2.
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A portion of
the profits
and skills of
the business is
shared with
the community
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Why did we call
ourselves Equus?
Well, the name means “horse” in Latin, and we
could give you a lengthy explanation of why we
chose it and what it stood for, but that doesn’t
matter anymore. So let’s just say it sounded good,
and felt right, back in 1994 – and we still think it
does today.
One thing that has changed over the years, though,
is how we position ourselves in our market.
To begin with, we focused our design services
pretty narrowly on corporate branding and printed
communications – and we very rapidly built a
reputation for exceptional creativity, winning lots
of international awards.

So some years ago we broadened
our vision, to reposition Equus as
a borderless design consultancy,
offering clients all the creative
aspects of brand strategy, from
creating the brand to executing all
its numerous forms of expression.
We’ve been working towards this
goal ever since. It’s taken a while,
but we’re finally getting there.

But over time, as the market evolved and
technology opened up new communications
channels, we realised there were more exciting
opportunities we could be pursuing, while giving
our creativity much greater freedom.
We didn’t try to transform ourselves into a
branding consultancy, like so many others. We
knew that our greatest strength was in creativity.
But we saw that the time was right to move further
“upstream”, to get involved in the creation and
development of brands, rather than just the
execution of their communications.
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Chapter 2

equus today:
a business
with a vision

So what is Equus today?
If you’ve managed to read
this far, you’ll know:

We’re
a design
consultancy
offering
borderless
creativity

brand
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a
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Our vision ... is to be the
most creative design
company in SE Asia, with a
global reputation for design
excellence. And to be the
best in terms of the quality
of our product, the service
we give to clients and the
care we take of each other
and the world around us.

What do we do?
We provide strategy-led branding consultancy
and integrated design services covering identity,
print, interactive, environments, packaging
and advertising.

What’s different
about what we offer?
Without exception, brand-owners today face two
key issues: how to differentiate their brand from
the competition, and how to express that difference
consistently and seamlessly across all media, and
wherever their customers come into contact with
the brand.
We offer the solution to both problems. Our thinking
and creativity bring clarity and differentiation to the
brand. Our integrated branding, communications
and 3-dimensional design skills bring coherence and
consistency to every expression of that difference.
In short, we can see a brand in more than one
dimension; and there are few design companies
out there who share that ability.
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So where do we
go from here?
One thing about being Equus is that we’re never
satisfied. We always think we can do better. And,
despite our success, we still see a gap between our
vision and what we are currently able to deliver.
Our aim is not only to be borderless, but to have a
reputation for outstanding creativity in everything
we do – from print to interactive to packaging to
environments. The kind of reputation that gets us
talked about, and brings clients walking through
our door. And not just any clients, but the kind who
understand the value of what we do, and give us
the opportunity to produce the very best work we’re
capable of. So how do we close that gap between
the vision and the reality?

Chapter 3

being equus

It all depends on you.
Sorry if that sounds a bit scary, when you’ve probably
only just joined us. But it’s true: any business, any
brand, is only as good as the individuals responsible
for delivering on its promises, and embodying its
beliefs, ideals and aspirations.

(your face here)

We’re sure you can do it (otherwise we wouldn’t
have hired you). But first, you’re going to need a
better understanding of what those beliefs, ideals
and aspirations are...
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So what does being Equus
involve exactly? Well, the
first thing we should say is
that we’re not trying to put
you in a box – not even an
Equus-shaped one. We want
you to be yourself at work; to
express freely the very best
of your individual creativity.
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But, at the same time, we
do have very firm beliefs
about what’s good for our
business and our clients,
and a very clear picture of
a distinctively Equus way of
doing things.
So that’s what this next
section is about: helping
you to share those beliefs,
and to gain maximum
satisfaction from becoming
part of that picture.
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Being a team
Equus has always had a family feel to it.
We all pull together and help each other,
and no-one is considered better than
anyone else. Because if we’re serious
about promising clients “borderless
creativity”, we need to be borderless
in the way we relate to each other, as
well. Which means cooperating across
disciplines, and valuing the contribution
of every individual, from reception and
client servicing, to design and production.
‘Being Equus’ involves everyone.
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Being passionate
Passion isn’t something you normally
associate with work. But without it,
we won’t get very far. Because passion
and purpose go hand in hand. You can’t
be a designer without being passionate
about design, or a sales person without
a passion for closing a deal. Passionate
people are engaged people. They are
motivated to make a difference, to
change the world. So when you come to
work in the morning, don’t leave your
passion at home. Bring it to Equus.
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one person with passion is better
than forty people merely interested.
EM Forster
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Being a designer
isn’t a job, it’s a vocation. Because
design isn’t about making things look
nice; it’s about using our creativity to
solve problems, change minds, remove
obstacles, improve lives. Which means
engaging our reason as well as our
imagination. And this is what makes
designers unique, because we have to be
right and left brain people – as good at
thinking as we are at creating. Get this
balance right, and we’ll make the world
a better place.
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Being word-aware

Design
is

Thinking

True, our most highly developed skills as
designers are visual ones, but actually,
everything we do at Equus begins with
words. Because design can’t exist in a
vacuum, without written objectives or
a core message. So from expressing the
strategy clearly to finding the perfect
phrase to accompany an image, we need
to be constantly aware of the value of
the verbal.

made

Visual
Saul Bass
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Being a brainstormer
No one is as smart as everyone.
At Equus, we’ve proved time and time
again that 1 + 1 = 11. But brainstorming
is about developing ideas, not creating
them from scratch. So let’s bring our own
ideas to the table and be prepared to talk
about them – that’s the only way they’ll
reach their full potential.
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11
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Being silly
isn’t as silly as it sounds. In fact, it’s a
vital part of being good at our job, as
is not being afraid to ask “ignorant”
questions. That ridiculous half-formed
thought that just sprang into your head
for no good reason might just be the
germ of a brilliantly original idea.
Go on, share it with us. It would be
silly not to.
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let’s make better
mistakes tomorrow
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Being a pain in the neck
We may be brainstormers, but we
don’t want to be driven by group-think.
So don’t be afraid to stand up for your
ideas. Or to challenge the status quo.
Or to poke holes in a concept that
everyone else seems to be happy with.
If giving those around you a bit of grief
results in better work for the client,
you’re doing a good job.

When everyone zigs, zag
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Being a magpie
Stealing ideas from other people and
passing them off as your own may be
wrong, but “borrowing” ideas from all
kinds of different places – a book you’ve
read, a cool shop or restaurant, an artist
whose work you love – and using them
to fire your own creative imagination is
what being a good designer is all about.
And another reason why having a life
outside of work is so important.

It’s not where you take things from –
it’s where you take them to.
Jean-Luc Godard
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Being a chameleon
Some designers have an instantly
recognisable style, which hardly
changes from job to job. While the
style may be very nice, this isn’t good
design, because the work is driven by the
taste of the designer, not the demands of
the brief. For us, every client and every
job is different. And the best measure of
success is whether our design solutions
connect with the target audience – whose
tastes may be very different to our own.
So no one-trick ponies, thanks. We need
to be chameleons.
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Being advocates
We’ve all heard of ‘creatives’ who think
of clients as the enemy, and constraints as
a straightjacket. Not so with us. Our aim
is to be client advocates, which means we
have to care about our client’s business as
if it is our own, and cultivate a listening
ear and a curious mind. Which is why
we believe designers should have direct
contact with clients – so that the briefing
and feedback are first hand. As we say
on our business cards, ‘Listeners make
better doers’.
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“It takes an open mind, profound empathy and
humility to make design decisions effectively.
And it takes a willingness to be in other people’s
shoes... To be in other people’s shoes you need
to get out of your own shoes first.”
Michael Wolff, ‘Bursting the Designer Bubble’
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Being just
egotistical enough
We can’t be creative without an ego.
To do good work, we have to believe in
our own talent, and in the quality of our
ideas. But sometimes our egos can be
a bit narcissistic, and get in the way of
creativity. Because they can prevent us
from listening; from seeing the merit in
other people’s ideas; from responding
positively to fair and constructive
criticism. So let’s not ditch our egos,
just learn how to tame them.
Ego: The fallacy whereby a goose thinks he’s a swan
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Being diverse
We believe that the diversity of the
Equus team, the creative blend of
east and west, broadens our outlook,
enriches our work, and generally
makes life more interesting. Even (and
sometimes especially) when we disagree.
So whatever your age, gender, ethnic
background, religious beliefs, life
philosophy, orientation, or football
club allegiance, we’re happy to add
you to the mix.
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“ Don’t hand
your work over
to a supplier
hoping they
will produce
the magic...
Suppliers are
only as good
as you are.”

Being visioneers
We work with many collaborators,
some of whom we call ‘suppliers’, when
actually they are our creative partners.
But ultimately they can only be as good
as we are. They can’t rescue a weak
concept, or compensate for a lack of
strong direction. We have to know what
we want, and make sure we get it. But
that means respecting their talent and
inspiring them to deliver their very
best work, without dictating exactly
how to do it.

client
solutions

VISIONeer

collaborators

Paul Arden
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Being a winner


“only hairdressers give each other
more awards than designers”
KesselsKramer
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Winning awards is good, but it’s easy
to get seduced by them. While they
build our confidence, and remind
clients we have still ‘got it’, they are
an endorsement of our success, not the
measure of it. Meeting the needs of our
customers is the true standard by which
our work should be judged. Achieve
that, and the gongs will come.
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Being systematic
When we started Equus, we hated
bureaucracy. We still do. But over
the years we’ve come to realise that
creativity flourishes best in a structured
environment. We’ve also learnt that one
expensive mistake caused by not doing
things the right way can damage our
reputation overnight. So now we’ve
defined all our project processes, so
that everyone knows “the Equus way of
doing things”. And we operate Traffic,
a user-friendly system that takes all
the pain out of things like time-sheets,
scheduling and budgets. Follow these
procedures carefully, and we’ll all
have an easier life.

then
equus
then
less
hierarchy

more
meetings

relaxed atmosphere

time sheets

but
more
expensive cock ups

now

less
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time doing our job

traffic
& systems

more

paperwork

access to information

cock ups

efficiency
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Being honest
We’ve all been tempted to tell a white lie
when we’ve found ourselves in a tight
spot, or made a mistake. But a white lie
is still a lie. And lies not only destroy
trust, they never make the issue go away.
It remains a problem unsolved. So if you
cock up, don’t think twice about owning
up. We all make mistakes, including the
bosses. You know what they say: it’s not
the cock-up that does the real damage,
it’s the cover-up.
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responsibility

Being responsible

you

Here’s a simple promise from Equus.
The more responsibility you’re willing
to take on, the more highly we will value
and reward you. Think and behave as
if our client is your client. And if you
are working on a client project and
something or someone is preventing you
from providing what your client needs,
feel absolutely free to kick some ass,
even if it belongs to your boss.

opportunity
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Chapter 4

The
Equus Code:
what we will do,
what we won’t,
and why
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So far we’ve mostly talked
about how our way of
doing things will affect you
in your daily life working
here; what we expect and
need from you, if you’re going
to play your part in helping
us achieve our vision.
Now we turn our attention to
what you, our clients, and the wider
world can expect from us, in return.
Let’s call it the Equus code.
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You might not agree with
every point (in a team as
diverse as ours, that would
be normal) but just as we
respect your opinions, so we
ask you to respect ours, at
least while you work here.
And if you should ever think
we’re failing to live up to
the Equus Code , please feel
completely free to challenge
us as well.
We would welcome that.
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1. Respecting you
We value every member of staff
and will do our best to enable you
to grow in your job and maintain
a good work/life balance. We will
never lie to you or deny you the
fair rewards you are entitled to, or
the time you should be spending
with your family, or resting. We
will respect your conscience and
religious beliefs (or non-beliefs),
even if they differ from our own.
We’ll never pressure you to work
on anything that you don’t agree
with, but in the unlikely event that
you feel uncomfortable with what
you’re asked to do, just tell us.
Standing up for what you believe
will always earn our respect.
2. Respecting each other
We believe in caring for each other,
and maintaining a spirit of harmony
at work. Which means we will avoid
bad-mouthing colleagues, playing
office politics or forming cliques.
And if anyone working here has
a problem with anyone else, we’ll
work together to understand the
issues and resolve it amicably.

3. Respecting our clients,
and suppliers
We will be courteous in our
dealings with clients and suppliers
at all times. We will always keep
confidential the information that
they entrust to us. If a conflict of
interest arises with clients working
in the same industry, we will be
open about it with both parties
and check that it’s OK to proceed.
We will never cheat clients if they
overpay or suppliers if they
undercharge, nor will we accept
or pay bribes in connection with
any contract.
4. Respecting the planet
As far as is practically possible,
we will do our bit to protect
the environment. We’ll use
environmentally friendly materials,
conserve energy, and recycle
wherever we can. We’ll also
encourage all our clients to use
environmentally responsible
printers and paper suppliers.
It also means we won’t work for
any company which doesn’t take
its environmental responsibilities
seriously; does active harm to
animal, marine or plant life (like
hunting sharks for their fins); is a
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danger to the community where
it’s located; employs child labour;
or generally exploits and mistreats
individuals, whether employees,
suppliers, or the general public.
5. Respecting life
We believe human life begins
at conception, so we won’t
undertake work to promote any
organisation that it is involved
with experimentation on human
embryos, or carries out abortions
on demand, or is involved in
euthanasia and assisted suicides.
6. Respecting faith
Personal beliefs are important,
but we do not all share one belief
system. So for the sake of harmony
we ask that any object connected
with or promoting any religion or
superstition will not be left in our
offices, such as idols, icons, lucky
charms, talismans, books, tapes or
CDs. If you own something of this
nature and like to carry it around,
we ask you to keep it on your own
person. For the same reason, we’ll
generally avoid creative solutions
that involve imagery relating to
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any religion, superstition, occult
belief, or political ideology. And we
won’t undertake any client project
promoting a particular religion or
life philosophy. But we will work
for secular or religious charities,
so long as they are focused on
meeting the welfare needs of the
communities that they serve, rather
than promoting a particular religion
or philosophy.
7. Respecting intellectual
property
The ideas we create as a business
legally belong to Equus, and we
expect our clients (and everyone
else) to respect that. The client
purchases the right to use our
design, but not the copyright of the
design itself. By the same token,
the intellectual property of our
associates and suppliers belongs
to them, and it’s essential that we
treat them with the same respect.
So at Equus we will never steal
fonts, use pirated software or
allow unauthorised use of the
work we commission from
illustrators, photographers and
other creative people.

8. Respecting our profession
We belong to the Design
Association of Singapore (DAS),
working with its members to
strengthen the profession, and
abide by its code of conduct. This
code defines the professional
ethics of our industry, including our
stance on free pitching, which the
code forbids. We believe that free
creative pitching is neither a fair
way to gauge our creativity, nor will
it lead to the right solution for the
client. It also devalues the standing
of the profession as a whole.
Instead, we prefer clients to hire
us on the basis of our track record,
and a written proposal.
9. Respecting competitors
We will never rubbish the opposition.
Not only is it bad manners, it’s also
counter-productive. Having strong
competitors forces us to raise our
own game, and helps to increase
overall demand for good design
services. Sometimes we will have
to collaborate with them when they
have specialist strengths of value to
our clients – so we need to be on
good terms with them.

10. Avoiding underhand
solutions
We’ll do our best to avoid any
creative solution which uses
underhand means to persuade,
such as sex, greed, prejudice,
fear or other people’s misfortunes.
We’ll only agree to take on projects
when we believe in the value of the
product or service; and when this
is the case, we take the view that
dubious persuasive methods are
never necessary.
11. Avoiding tobacco
We won’t work for tobacco
companies in any circumstances.
And we ask smokers to note that
our landlord only allows smoking in
certain designated areas outside
our offices.
12. Avoiding gambling
We believe that gambling has a
damaging effect on individuals,
and inevitably brings with it wider
social problems, so we won’t work
for any company with a core focus
on gambling and casinos.
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13. Avoiding irresponsible
arms sales
We won’t work for any company
involved in the production and
sale of indiscriminate weapons of
war, such as anti-personnel mines,
cluster bombs, and chemical
weapons. We will also avoid any
company involved in irresponsible
international arms sales, without
proper regard for where the
weapons will end up. We may
consider working for companies
involved in weapons systems
for mainly domestic defensive
purposes, but we’ll judge each
case on its merits.
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14. Giving back to the
community
Being a caring company means we
want to reach out to the community
in which we do business. We aim
to give around 10% of our annual
profits to charities in Singapore and
SE Asia, which currently include a
shelter for battered wives and their
children, a local hospice, and two
homes in Thailand and Cambodia
for orphaned children. As well as
giving money, we aim to donate
our services to the charities, by
designing fund-raising materials
for them. And we also encourage
Equus staff to get actively involved,
for example, by visiting the projects
we support, especially at Christmas.

In

conclusion
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You’re reading this because
we think you’ve got what it
takes to be part of this very
special team.
We hope that after reading it that you will have the
tools you need to live out the Equus brand, and that
together we can build a great company.
So there it is: your handy, easy-to-follow guide to
“being Equus”. We hope everything you’ve read is
clear and that it all makes sense.
But as we said earlier, please just ask if there’s
anything that needs explaining.
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With grateful thanks to Lindsay Camp

Welcome, once again.

10 Raeburn Park #01-06, Singapore 088702, Tel +65 6323 2996, www.equus-design.com

