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With a few free tools from software companies and other users, you can carve out more 
time for what you really love -- creativity.

There are no prizes for guessing which of the following most creatives would plump for: 
investigating ways to increase effi ciency, or exploring new design ideas and techniques.

Being creative is what designers love most about the profession, yet if we were to 
break down an average working week into creative and non-creative activities, most of us 
would be slack-jawed in surprise.

Once you subtract the time lost to performing repetitive tasks -- such as mousing 
around OS and application menus, shunting palettes about, performing multiple fi le con-
versions, switching from app to app, and managing arcane document workfl ows -- not 
much time is left for designing that new logo or magazine dummy.

Being effi cient is not a crime against creativity, and yet many designers disparage it; 
effi ciency, I was once told by a design co-worker, "is for production monkeys."

Let's discard that self-defeating view. The more time we can spend being creative, 
the better for both us and our clients. In recognition of that truth, Adobe has made pro-
ductivity a key plank of its Creative Suite. Here are fi ve primary ways in which the CS apps 

can help you be more effi cient.
Keyboard Shortcuts

Why scroll through menus for everything, 
when learning keyboard shortcuts is so much quick-
er? Keyboard commands take a fraction of a second, 
but mousing to a menu item takes, say, an average 
of 4 seconds, once you've factored in nested menus. 
If the average creative selects 100 menu items a 
day, this comes to 6.66 minutes a day, 33.33 min-
utes a week, 2.22 hours a month and 26.24 hours a 
year. Over the course of a 30-year career, it amounts 
to 799.2 hours, or 33.3 days. If for no other reason, 
use keyboard commands so you'll be able to retire a 
month earlier than you'd have otherwise done.

Adobe unifi es common shortcut commands 
across many of its applications (Figure 1). If a CS 
menu item doesn't have a shortcut displayed next to 
it, you can assign one by selecting Keyboard Short-
cuts from the Edit menu.

FIGURE 1. A FEW OF THE KEYBOARD SHORTCUTS COMMON TO PHOTO-
SHOP, ILLUSTRATOR, AND INDESIGN.
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Keyboard shortcuts are not unique to CS apps; all software -- including operating 
systems -- displays the keyboard equivalent next to menu items.

The best way to kick the mousing habit is one shortcut at a time. Start with the 
shortcuts for print and save, and aim to add at least one to your repertoire each week. 
For a species able to recall pi to more than 20,000 places, 50 or so shortcuts shouldn't be 
beyond any of us.

Customizing Workspaces
Just as a car mechanic doesn't always use a wrench for every job, the type of project 

you're working on dictates which of the CS tools you need. In Photoshop, image retouch-
ing calls for different features than does comping; 
the same thing holds true for such diverse InDesign 
projects as a 160-page image-heavy brochure and a 
restaurant menu.

This is why Adobe introduced the Save Work-
space feature (Window> Workspace) across the Cre-
ative Suite apps. Note that the ability to save work-
spaces appeared in Photoshop and InDesign in the 
fi rst CS, but Illustrator and Dreamweaver had to wait 
for CS2.

Save Workspace lets you create customized 
workspaces for different kinds of projects. When you 
select the appropriate workspace, all the required pal-
ettes appear in the pop-out palette drawer (or dock-
ing panel, in the CS3 apps) on the right of the screen. 
Once you spend a bit of time tailoring workspaces 
to your most common project types, it's a breeze to 
switch between them (Figure 2).

FIGURE 2. IN PHOTOSHOP, WHEN YOU SAVE A UNIQUE WORKSPACE, IT'S 
POSSIBLE TO CAPTURE INFORMATION RELATING TO PALETTE LOCATIONS, 
KEYBOARD SHORTCUTS, AND MENUS, MEANING THAT YOU DON'T WASTE 
TIME SHUNTING, SHUFFLING, AND SEARCHING WHEN MOVING FROM ONE 
TYPE OF PROJECT TO THE NEXT.

Scripts
Many creative processes have repetitive elements, which is why the CS apps can 

import scripts that free you from those boring tasks. Your fi rst script resource can be the 
apps themselves: In Photoshop and Illustrator, go to File> Scripts; in InDesign, Window> 
Scripting> Scripts. But don't stop there. If you build a library of scripts that covers as 
many process-crunching eventualities as possible, you'll be better-equipped to concen-
trate on what you love to do.

Mercifully, you needn't be a codehead to compile a stack of scripts, because at 
Adobe Exchange there are hundreds of useful scripts available for free download. Adobe 
Exchange is Adobe's upload area for CS users to share resources, such as scripts and ac-
tions (more of which later).

One guide to a script's usefulness is its number of downloads. For example, an InDe-
sign script for automatically generating calendars has been downloaded more than 15,000 
times, while another for multiple PDF imports has nearly 10,000 hits.
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In the Photoshop area, Russell Brown, 
senior creative director at Adobe, provides 
the star script. His hugely popular Image 
Processor allows you to process large num-
bers of images quickly and effi ciently (Figure 
3). Another useful script adds a watermark 
to images.

FIGURE 3. ADOBE EXCHANGE IS A GREAT RESOURCE FOR 
DOWNLOADING TIMESAVING SCRIPTS AND ACTIONS FOR CS 
PRODUCTS. THIS PHOTOSHOP SCRIPT LETS YOU PROCESS IM-
AGES QUICKLY AND EFFICIENTLY.

And for Illustrator, the most popular 
script rounds any selected corner of path 
items.
Actions

Anyone with CS, CS2, or CS3 versions of Photoshop and Illustrator who isn't using 
these apps' Actions feature should seriously consider doing so.

An Action is a series of commands you play back on a single fi le or a batch of fi les 
-- menu commands, palette options, tool actions, and so on. Photoshop and Illustrator 
come with predefi ned actions (Windows> Actions) for common tasks (Figure 4). You can 
use them as is, customize them to meet your needs, or create new Actions. In Photoshop, 
for example, you could create an Action that applies an Image Size command to change 
an image to a specifi c size in pixels, followed by an Unsharp Mask fi lter that resharpens 
the detail, ending with a Save command that saves the fi le in the desired format.

FIGURE 4. ILLUSTRATOR (LEFT) AND PHOTOSHOP 
(RIGHT) SHIP WITH HANDY ACTIONS THAT CAN AUTO-
MATE OFT-PERFORMED TASKS.

Actions are stored in sets to help 
you organize them. You can record, edit, 
customize, and batch-process Actions, 
and you can manage groups of Actions 
by working with Action sets.

You can record most commands 
and tool operations in Actions, and you 
can include stops while you perform tasks 
that can't be recorded (for example, using 
a painting tool). Actions can also include 
modal controls that let you enter values in 
a dialog box while playing an Action.

Adobe Exchange includes actions 
for Photoshop, with a staggering 5,000 
ready for download. Use the advance 
search option to narrow down the ac-
tions in which you're interested, choos-
ing search phrases such as "workfl ow", 
"conversion", "frame", etc.
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Version Cue
Do fi les with naming conventions such as "fi nal_fi nal_fi nal" litter your hard drives? 

Do you often seek clarifi cation about the ultimate version of any given fi le (only to discover 
the person you need is in a meeting?) Worse, do you ever discover you've been working 
on the wrong document?

Those who answered in the affi rmative to one or all of these questions need to re-
visit their workfl ow, because it will almost certainly be slowing you (and your colleagues) 
down.

Again, Adobe provides a ready-made CS workfl ow solution, called Version Cue (Fig-
ure 5). This server-based fi le-management system enables small- to medium-sized cre-
ative teams to work more effi ciently by tracking the evolution of a digital asset -- an im-
age, drawing, layout, and so forth -- as a series of versions.

FIGURE 5. WITH VERSION CUE, YOU CAN CENTRALLY 
MANAGE SHARED PROJECT FILES AND TRACK FILE STATUS 
WITH COMMENTS -- MUCH MORE EFFICIENT AND SAFER 
THAN HOMESPUN FILE-SHARING SYSTEMS. ALSO, WITH 
VERSION CUE CS3, JAVA DEVELOPERS CAN CUSTOMIZE 
THE FILE-MANAGEMENT CAPABILITIES TO SUPPORT SPECIF-
IC WORKFLOWS FOR SMALL CREATIVE TEAMS.

With Version Cue, you can centrally 
manage shared project fi les and track fi le 
status with comments. Because it's inte-
grated with the CS components, Version 

Cue allows all of this to happen without anyone leaving the design environment. And it 
does these things without relying on dodgy fi le-naming conventions or other homespun 
workfl ows.

Version Cue is included with the following CS3 bundles: Design Premium; Design 
Standard; Web Premium; Web Standard; and Master Collection. For video tutorials on us-
ing Version Cue, go to www.adobe.com/designcenter/video_workshop/.


