
In order to make things easier for everyone, I have prepared a series of guidelines and tips for people who are planning to submit a design. Most of these are just letting everyone know the limitations of skinning Messenger so people know what is and isn't possible. The first few are just a re-iteration of a few rules (ones that I can't stress enough).
I recommend every person who intends to enter the design contest carefully read this as it will not only save you time, but will also make things easier for myself when I have to build the winner's design.

Layers are your friend

When designing your skin, layers are your best friend. It just makes things easier on all levels. The only thing you need to avoid is layer blending modes since these do not carry over in Messenger.

Tiling Images

Image are not able to be tiled in Messenger, so it's best to avoid designing a skin with a pattern as a background unless you don't mind it stretching. If you do go down this path make sure the graphic is at a good resolution.
9 Grid Scaling / Slicing

9 Grid scaling is extremely useful when creating graphics for skins. Although you do not have to create your graphics in 9 grid, it is a good idea to be familiar with how 9 grid works because that is how the majority of graphics in Messenger are shown on screen.
In a 9 grid image, the image itself is divided into a grid of 9 by Messenger. When the image is stretched or increased in size, the outer corners remain the same but then everything else stretches. This is really handy when stretching rounded corner images. The diagram below better illustrates this:
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The grey parts of the image remain the same size when stretched, the yellow stretches vertically only, the blue stretches horizontally and the green stretches both vertically and horizontally.
When designing buttons it is a good idea to keep 9 grid in mind since Messenger the same image for each type of button so if the button needs to be bigger your image needs to be able to adapt to this.

Transparency (glass effect)
Although the outer window frame uses the Aero Glass effect, it currently isn't possible to be able to use this within the Windows Live Messenger window. This means that any designs that involve glass and/or desktop blurring should be avoided mainly due to the fact that they aren't possible to create. The following example illustrates a skin that isn't possible:
http://i29.tinypic.com/14dld37.jpg 

Custom Shape / Custom Frame

Due to technical limitations in Messenger 2011, it currently isn't possible to use a custom shape or custom window frame like we could in Messenger 2009. This means shaped skins are completely out of the question for this contest. It also means designers must keep their designs within a normal Windows window.
Ad banners

To avoid and legal issues all skins should keep the ad banner in their designs. There will be no exception to this rule. Designs that do not include an area for the ad banner will still be considered, however should they win the ad banner will still be included as part of the final skin.
Consider all Messenger windows and views
A  good design will consider all aspects of Messenger. It's hard to be able to get a grasp on the amount of views that Messenger has so here are a few of the lesser known ones that people often forget about when designing skins for Messenger 2011. Remember, these are just suggestions so you don't have to follow them.
· Social view

· Group Chat view

· Add / Edit Contact windows

· Content Windows (e.g. Display Pictures, Emoticons, Winks etc)

· Dropdowns

· Games panel

· Photoshare

Chat Window Layout

The layout of the chat window is something that a lot of people like to customize. A good design should consider as a minimum being able to have the display pictures on the left or on the right hand side of the window. Here are a few tips on designing a window layout:
· If you want to recreate the top toolbar from Messenger 2009, feel free to, however keep in mind that not every button will be able to be added and it is slightly bugged.

· Moving around things is generally ok in the chat window, just try not to make it too extreme

· Can layer as many images as you want as a background.

Scenes

Scenes are the default way to customize the look of your Messenger. If you do not want scenes in your design then that is fine, feel free to remove them.

Colorize

Messenger 2009 allowed people to choose a color and then all the graphics would be tinted to the selected color. Although by default this feature is inactive, it can be re-enabled. So if you want your design to be able to change colors this is the best way of doing it.

Just make sure you design your graphics in a layered form so that anything that needs to be colorized is on its own layer.
Fonts

Using different fonts is definitely welcomed as it can improve the quality of a skin, however a skinner and designer must also keep in mind that skins are used by people who speak a vast variety of languages and not all fonts have characters for every language. It is impossible to pick a font that caters for everyone, but you should at least find a font that has a fair selection of foreign characters. Again not really required, but it is a nice design consideration.

Don't add what isn't already there

When designing a skin, stick with what is already on screen. Remember it's a skin, not a plugin. Skins only change the look of what is on screen and nothing more. So please no "wanted features" or how you want a particular part of Messenger to work.

Familiarize Yourself with Messengers Resources

This isn't really required but if you really want to see what Messenger has to offer it's a good idea to check out the image resources Messenger has. That way you can see all the kind of UI elements that are in Messenger and choose how far you want to go in terms of design.

To extract Messenger's images just go into Appearance --> Skins --> Extract Resources in the Messenger Plus! Preferences window.

Just a note: Not every single image that you extract is used in Messenger, there are a lot of images that are just leftovers from previous versions or stuff the Messenger team never implemented so don't get too carried away.

