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ABSTRACT
The semantic dimension of product design is increasingly emphasised in developed product categories where
technical differences between products are diminishing. Interests are shifting towards communicative product
qualities that represent the symbolic domain of the product. In specific, product design may be used as a central
manifestation of brand identity. When creating and nurturing brand-specific product design, the act of
“encoding” strategic associations to products is thus of central interest. From a company’s viewpoint, the creation
of strategic design language requires not only firm knowledge of the various product functions, typologies, and
design references (in order to locate the domains of symbolic representation), but also (often inherently expressed)
abilities to judge whether a specific solution is coherent to the brand’s identity. The use of experiential and
strategic product knowledge ultimately concerns deciding the level of explicability and consistency of brand-
specific design “cues”. This paper suggests a theoretical basis for brand-specific design knowledge and outlines
a generic framework for employing this knowledge. The paper presents some preliminary findings of my doctoral
research that aims to study how specific identity references are formed in product design to signal certain brand
or category membership.

1. FOREWORD

The semantic dimension of product design is increasingly emphasised in developed product categories where
technical differences between products are diminishing. Consequently, interest is shifting towards communicative
product qualities that represent the symbolic domain of the product. In specific, product design may be used as
a central manifestation of brand identity. This is a notable remark, while the importance of branding – the act of
evoking strategic associations through various means of corporate communication – in contemporary
marketplace is evident. For customers, brands generate choice, simplify purchase decisions, offer quality
assurance, and reduce risks involved in purchase (Kathman, 2002). 

When creating and nurturing brand-specific product design, the act of “encoding” strategic associations to
products is thus of central interest. This is an issue that may be approached through the combination of product
semantics and brand research. From a company’s viewpoint, the creation of strategic design language requires
not only firm knowledge of the various product functions, dimensions, and design references (in order to locate
the domains of symbolic representation), but also (often inherently expressed) abilities to judge whether a specific
solution is coherent to the brand’s identity. The use of experiential and strategic product knowledge ultimately
concerns deciding the level of explicability and consistency of brand-specific design “cues”. 

This paper suggests a theoretical basis for brand-specific design knowledge and outlines a generic framework for
employing this knowledge. The paper presents some preliminary findings of my doctoral research that aims to
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study how specific identity references are formed in product design to signal certain brand or category
membership. Within the text, a few illustrative examples will be provided from the cases of Volvo automobiles
and Nokia mobile phones that are the two in-depth cases of my doctoral research.

2. BRAND IDENTITY DOMAIN

The metaphorical use of the notion of “identity” in the corporate contexts suggests that, similarly to human
beings, also companies can be described through specific characteristics (It is important to note that I have
focused on studying Volvo, Nokia, and other “corporate brands”, i.e. products carry the same brand names as
the companies). This “character” gives meaning to the company and its artefacts by evoking specific associations
that are attached to the brand name and other brand representations such as product design. 

2.1 CorrespondencE between strategy and “identity domain”
Whether brand’s identity is something that implicitly results from the company’s existence and actions or a merely
artificial construction consciously created by the company is a fundamental concern. In this respect, Cornelissen
and Harris (2001) distinguish three broad perspectives (or theories) on the use of corporate identity metaphor. 

First, corporate identity may be seen as the ‘expression of corporate personality’. Thus, corporate identity is the
tangible representation, or reflection, of the personality and manifest in the behaviour and communication of the
organisation (see also Bernstein, 1984; Baker and Balmer, 1997; Markkanen, 1998). The second perspective,
corporate identity as ‘organisational reality’, adds an intentional aspect to the first view. According to it,
organisations have a factual identity – internal company characteristics – that is then communicated to publics
(corporate identity management). Corporate communication is seen as representing the “essential” identity or
personality of an organisation, to which the content of communication must correspond. Third, the viewpoint of
identity as appearance, or corporate identity as ‘all corporate expressions’, assumes that identity emerges in social
interaction and emphasises that multiple identities can be enacted. As Cornelissen and Harris (2001) suggest, this
is close to the rhetorical or symbolic interactionist view of communication (Blumer, 1998) in which signs and
symbols issued by a company do not so much designate objects but rather constitute them. Meaning is thus not
something objective to be transferred; it is rather created by organisations in the act of communication.
Consequently, the premise of this third metaphor is that identity can be deliberately created, transformed and
restructured by the company and thus not necessarily have to refer to any inner values or essence. This may result
to multiple identities that are subject to varied contexts. 

2.2 Strategic identity
The premise of identity as an inherently embedded phenomenon as opposed to the consciously constructed set
of identity characteristics may have dramatic consequences on the analysis of “truthfulness” in brand
communication and would therefore deserve deeper consideration. The emphasis of my research, however, is
predominantly on the semantic transformation from specific identity characteristics – that are predominantly
“given” in a specific case – to reference-carrying design elements (more about the notion of “semantic
transformation” in Karjalainen, 2002b). Therefore, I may not deliberately focus on clarifying whether there is a
true correspondence between brand’s “personality”, the inherent organisational identity (inner self – heritage
etc.), and external identity. 

The question of concern is more about the correspondence between specifically “defined” identity (in terms of
explicit characteristics) and intentional communication (through product design). Hence, I regard brand identity
primarily as a strategic concept that fundamentally involves the aspect of intentional actions and place the main
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emphasis on discussing the central means of product design within the message transmission. Nonetheless, in
most cases, the transformed message is yet on a firmer basis if it is underpinned by the organisational “reality”
that professes convergent ethos, as will be discussed in the final chapter. Fundamentally, there appears a specific
“identity domain” for every brand, whether this domain is strategically relevant or not. Finally, strategic identity
emerges primarily through three designed areas: products or services, environments, and communications, as
summarised by Olins (1990). In the following, I focus on the domain of products – and specifically product design
– as a central identity manifestation. Figure 1 illustrates the basic components of the integrated model presented
in this paper (`Figure 1´).

The basic components of the integrated model

3. SEMANTIC PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

As the basic proposition of this paper, products function as manifestations of brand identity by evoking certain
associations that, in an ideal situation, are aligned to strategically defined message of the brand. Intentional
meaning transmission through product design, therefore, requires specific product knowledge. Companies need
to recognise and identify the identity domain of the brand’s products in order to “locate” the possibilities of
associative reference building. This concerns especially product functions and typologies.

3.1 Product functions
In terms of product functions – the viewpoint of products in their various use contexts – specific interests lie in
distinguishing those functions that are typical for the respective brand. As an example, Gros (1983) presents a
basic categorisation by dividing product functions into practical functions and product language functions (see
also Steffen, 2000). The latter group involves formal aesthetic functions and semantic functions that are further
divided into indicating functions and sign functions. By focusing on representational product qualities, sign
functions emphasise the aspects of products as symbolic communication. In the framework of Warell (2001), so-
called communicative product functions are presented as a sub-category to interactive functions (as differentiated
from technical product functions), and divided into syntactic and semantic functions. Fundamentally,
identification is a central task of these semantic functions. 

Semantic functions refer to representational product qualities thus emphasising the aspects of products as
symbolic communication. Krippendorf (1989) distinguishes various semantic dimensions describing most
operational meanings of objects. For example, identities and qualities are such aspects. In terms of brand
communication, it is important to consider those characteristics (shapes, typical patterns, identifying features,
characteristic behaviour) that construct the identity of specific forms and products. In the pragmatic context,
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products are typically characterised by qualitative differences (according to specific cognitively constructed “ideal
types”) that are expressed by adjectival constructions, qualities (or attributes). The ideal types are formed
according to “typical” qualities and set frames for product categorisations.

3.2 Product typologies
By analysing the notion of typicality from the semantic perspective, it is possible to form basic product categories.
Muller (2001) presents a categorisation that groups products according to their solution-typical, prototypical and
behaviour-typical qualities. Solution-typical categorisation relates to the form as such, whereas prototypical and,
in specific, behaviour-typical categorisations stem from the use of products in cultural and social context. These
categorisations involve the important notion of typicality. Namely, a product may be seen as more typical within
a specific category than another one – a chair may look more or less “chair-like”, or a car more or less “Volvo-
like”. Consequently, this stresses the importance of selecting a proper level for analysis when identifying brand-
specific design references. The typological model by Muller (ibid.) suggests three main levels of categorisation.
The basic level relates to prototypical features (stressing the basic function of the product). The super-ordinate
level focuses on solution-typical features (forms as such), and the sub-ordinate level to behaviour-typical features
(in the context of use, interaction). 

As Althavankar (1989) comments, new product forms create new interpretations of typicality, and the designer
must select which features are needed to influence changes in perception. It has to be considered, he continues,
what exclusive semantic features should the product contain that will give it the sub-ordinate-level identity. In
most cases, the analysis of brand-specific design elements focuses deliberately on sub-ordinate levels that consist
of features that actually differentiate competing products. This level usually regards design elements in connection
to culturally and socially created meanings. 

However, the case could be somewhat different in some other product categories, especially in those that are still
on the early phase of their life cycles. Or in those that are otherwise volatile in nature. For example, in mobile
phones, the prototypical features – thus, the features that a product should have in order to be included in the
category of mobile phones – are less obvious. Especially in terms of design, there exist a number of alternative
solutions even for “basic” elements, such as displays and buttons. Consequently, the higher order features can
be important brand identifiers for a company such as Nokia, while it as a powerful player strongly shapes the
course of the whole mobile phone category. Some initially brand-specific (i.e. behaviour-typical) elements can
even become product-specific (i.e. prototypical) elements. This refers to the creation of product ‘genotypes’
(innovative products that result in a change on the basic level or even creation of a new category) instead of
‘phenotypes’ that contribute to sub-ordinate differentiation (Morello 1995). The typicality of certain products is
continuously challenged by new forms and features that through interpretation and assessment may cause shifts
on the basic level. 

3.3 Identifying design elements
Following the recognition of product functions and typologies, it is then essential to recognise and define the
actual product qualities that may have high semantic relevance in terms of specific brand associations. Different
product qualities - such as dimensions, features, and characters - are often expressed by adjectival constructions
(Krippendorf 1989). We may say that a product looks (or feels) “harmonic”, “modern”, “safe”, and so forth. In
effect, products are often given a character in a similar manner as human beings. As Janlert and Stolterman
(1997) suggest, things appear to have character that refers to a coherent set of characteristics and attributes that
apply to appearance and behaviour alike, cutting across different functions, situations and value systems. The
character, according to the authors, provides an end-user with support for anticipation, interpretation, and
interaction. In the brand context, certain characteristics or attributes (for instance, supported by or embedded in
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specific design elements) signal to the user that while this product “seems” to be a product of that specific brand,
it is anticipated to have that certain character.  

Some of the tangible attributes that are specific to a brand may be explicitly defined. For example, the tendency
to define a specific the set of corporate colours has become a crucial activity for every company. In terms of
industrial design, interest may be focused on recognising and creating so-called “traceable”, explicit design
elements (more about traceable and non-traceable design elements in Karjalainen, 2002a and 2002b). While
being explicable, some of them may be written into the brand’s “design guidelines” and systematically used
across the entire product portfolio of the brand. 

Thus, the key aspects of product design in terms of brand communication include semantic functions, typical
characteristics, and design references, some of which may stem from the identity domain of the brand, while
others may be merely temporarily utilised strategic means (´Figure 2´). 

The integrated model: product functions, typologies, and design cues as 
the key aspects of semantic product knowledge

3.4 Semantic references of design ELEMENTS
Regarding tangible design elements and their interpretation, there appear various reference relations that are
rather stable, even universal, as being either inherent to human nature or culturally established “codes”. For
example, rounded forms and warm colours may suggest that a product has a warm, friendly and protective
character (Janlert and Stolterman 1997, 299). The strong characteristic shoulders in Volvo cars add a safety
appearance to the cars while making doors and sides look thicker. Such elements - whose attribution is “close to
the ideal” - are cognitively powerful concepts and relate to what Janlert and Stolterman (1997, 304) call
‘complete characteristics’. Nonetheless, they are significantly rare in comparison to ‘partial characteristics’ that
have a lesser scope of attribution. Partial characteristics consequently loose some cognitive potential by their
partiality: They cannot be used successfully beyond their limited scope and if the scope is unknown the outcome
will generally be uncertain.

We may consider most brand-specific design elements as being related to partial characteristics. For example, the
framing the display of the mobile phone or the composition of the buttons (that are apparent in several Nokia
models in varied forms) may not be inherently recognised as reflecting Nokia brand. It becomes that through
strategic communication and consistent use. Moreover, in accordance with the view of intentional brand identity
communication, symbolic signs get their strongest meaning predominantly within the target group of the product
(or the brand). Outside the target group they may be arbitrary or even meaningless. Some users interpret design
elements as “making sense”, while others may not pay any attention to them. If consistently strengthened, some
elements may approach “complete characterisation” by becoming so powerful (“brand icons”) that they are
comprehensively related to the brand in question. 
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Nonetheless, brand-specific design language cannot be wholly or explicitly reduced to specific product
characteristics or design elements. As for instance Hodder (1998, 117) suggests the meanings related to objects
often remain tacit and implicit: 

‘We may know that in practice this or that item of clothing ‘looks good’, “works well”, or “is
stylish” but we would be at lost to say what it ‘means’ because the item does not mean – rather, it
is embedded in a set of practices that include class, status, goals, aesthetics… On the basis of a set
of practical associations, we build up an implicit knowledge about the associations and evocations
of particular artifacts or styles. This type of embedded, practical experience seems to be different
from the manipulation of rules of representation and from conscious analytic thought. Material
symbolic meanings may get us close to lived experience, but they cannot easily be articulated…’

We may be able to agree that a specific product has a “Nokia or Volvo character” but can not necessarily state
in an explicit manner what makes it look like that. This suggests that semantic transformation is explicable only
to a certain degree. Thus, there often exists implicit knowledge of brand-specific design language within the
brand (company). It typically signals (brand) design heritage and culture.

4. EMPLOYMENT OF BRAND-SPECIFIC DESIGN KNOWLEDGE

From the perspective of identity management, it is finally appropriate to discuss how this semantic product
knowledge is employed to support strategic intentions. 

4.1 categories of semantic DESIGN knowledge
In accordance to the earlier presented division between the brand’s identity domain, strategic identity, and design
process, three related types of semantic design knowledge are distinguished, as illustrated in Figure 3 (`Figure 3´).
First, the accumulation of insights, processes, practices, and methods utilised and experienced prior to a specific
design process forms the body of experiential knowledge. This knowledge is linked to the past reputation,
heritage and culture of the company or brand in question.  Second, strategic knowledge stems from the
recognition and internalisation of the company’s strategic objectives, thus concerning the use of product design
in creating intentional meanings and associations. Process-bound knowledge, in turn, refers to the design
process, thus the semantic transformation of strategic intentions to physical product design. 

The integrated model: categories of semantic product knowledge
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This framework only suggests such categories as conceptual devices to illustrate the importance of a brand’s and
a designer’s prior experience in creating brand-specific design and its difference from explicitly defined strategic
objectives. Further, in practice it may be impossible to distinguish such types of knowledge, while the experiential
and strategic aspects of knowledge and its employment overlap in subjective reality.

Quite often, the perspective of strategic knowledge emphasising conscious and intentional choices is more
stressed in management context than the experiential aspects of identity formation. This is specifically stressed
within the view that approaches identity from the ‘identity as appearance’ perspective (Cornelissen and Harris,
2001 – discussed in chapter 2.1). This view suggested that identities could be deliberately created and managed
according to certain intensions. In turn, the approaches of identity as ‘expression of corporate personality’ and
‘organisational reality’ outline the significance of what I have called the identity domain, and thus of experiential
knowledge. In my case studies, the inherent (and not only conscious) impact of brand culture, heritage, and
reputation on aligning the strategic identity is clear, though differing among respective cases.

Nonetheless, as previously stated, the purpose is my research is less to study the ontological correspondence
between the identity domain and strategic identity than to clarify the strategic use of product design. On this
merely intentional level, the prior concerns of identity management (through the communicative aspects of
product design) may be characterised by two conscious decisions that I discuss further in the remaining chapters:

1. Should or should not the company, in the first place, consciously use design references that are linked
to the identity domain of the brand (thus, utilising the past experience of consumers with the brand in
order to provide them with appropriate “codes” for interpretation of design cues through familiarity and
recognition).

2. Should the company strive for a product “familiarity” through the consistent use of traceable design
elements, or for a more implicit recognition on the level of characterising attributes or subconscious
associations. 

4.2 The identity domain of product design
The “existent” identity domain of the brand may have less or more significant influence on the formation and
definition of the strategic identity. The organisational identity, culture, values, and manners are critical aspects that
in many cases are part of the interaction process between the brand and its customer, thus having impact on
brand perception and image formation. Consequently, the smaller the deviance between the identity domain
(what the brand is and has been known for) and the strategic identity (the message the brand wishes the
customer to believe), the more believable the transformed message is. In specific, it is important to identify the
central attributes and characteristics of the brand’s products. These are product aspects that the customers
supposedly link to the brand. The analysis involves consideration of product functions, in specific semantic ones,
with which the brand’s is expected to be associated. Furthermore, considering the basic product typologies, it may
be useful to notice whether identification is based on the sub-ordinate level (mere differentiation) or the basic
level (true innovation).

Regarding product design, the analysis of identity domain involves physical design elements (“design cues”)
together with qualitative descriptions of the brand’s “design language” in terms of brand history and heritage.
There appear different methods to analyse products and product families in reactive manner (to find and define
brand-specific cues). These elements may be identified among various ‘stylistic attributes’ such as form elements,
joining relationships, detail treatments, materials, colour treatments, and textures (Chen and Owen, 1997). Vihma
(1995) and Warell (2001), for instance, present specifications of different references embodied in, and functions
performed by, certain product features. By performing such an analysis, a long list of brand-specific design
references (and perhaps their relative weights) may be formed.
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The results of product design analysis may be divided on three main levels. First, if there appear explicit design
elements that are assumed to embody brand-specific associations and that are consistently used across a number
of products, these may comprise a “design bank” of the brand. Warell (2001) uses the notion of ‘design format’
to describe the collection of form elements that are consistently used on company or product family level. As
Warell (2001) also suggests, such physical form elements can be analysed on various levels, from the general
‘gestalt’ form to individual details. 

Second, the identity domain of product design may be described by qualitative (linguistic) descriptions in order to
define the “design language” of the brand, in specific when consistent design cues seem to be missing. There
may appear various physical manifestations of the underlying identity across the product history of the brand. In
order to recognise such characteristics, it should be contemplated through which “traits” design is connected to
the very basics of the brand identity. In specific, it is important to distinguish temporal characteristics, especially
those related to stylistic trends, from the prevalent ones, as well as the complete characteristics, if they appear,
from partial ones. 

Third, brand recognition always involves an implicit aspect. This concerns also product design, which suggests
that the identity domain cannot be entirely reduced to explicit elements or describing linguistic characteristics.
The significance of implicit experiential knowledge, embedded in brand culture, may vary between different
cases. By working for the brand, an individual designer (or other employee) gains individual experience of the
brand’s identity and appropriate design language. The implicit recognition may, for example, involve metaphorical
associations (see e.g. Karjalainen, 2001).

4.3 Strategic PRODUCT DESIGN
Fundamentally, it may often be difficult to distinguish the nature of strategic identity from the underlying identity
domain, similarly as it is difficult to distinguish strategic knowledge from experiential knowledge. This is because
strategic identity always involves the influence of the past. Nonetheless, by focusing on the notion of strategic
identity, my purpose is to emphasise the intentional decision to include or exclude the references in the
contemporary product design to the brand’s history. By definition, the concept of brand, while concerning the
idea of awareness and recognition, involves familiarity, which suggests that some consistency of identity
references is always evoked in product design. If a product would not be recognised as the product of a specific
brand on some level, there would not be point in branding that product. The critical question concerning the
correspondence between identity domain and strategic identity hence involves choices on a more detailed level.
The key issues to consider are the level of explicit cues and the degree of consistency. The company needs to
decide whether products should utilise clear design cues from the “design bank”, merely qualitative
characteristics, or only implicit associations to evoke subconscious recognition.

The basic task of strategic brand identity management is thus to create a valuable message that is then
intentionally transformed to target customers by evoking brand-specific associations – ‘competitive associations’
(Conradi, 2001) – through various means of communication. Product design may be regarded as an integral
element within what Aaker (1996) calls ‘brand identity system'. In Aaker’s model, the viewpoint of ‘brand as
product’ calls for the importance of product scope, attributes, quality/value, uses, users, and country of origin in
defining brand identity and further a distinctive value proposition (offering functional, emotional, and self-
expressive benefits for customers). Preceding the definition of brand identity system, Aaker suggests a strategic
brand analysis of customers (trends, motivation, unmet needs, and segmentation), competitors (brand
image/identity, strengths, strategies, and vulnerabilities), and self (existing brand image, heritage,
strengths/capabilities, and organization values). It is thus possible that the need for strong brand recognition
through product design is often subject to other strategic imperatives. This is relevant, for instance, in a situation
where the market success is based more on keeping up with the latest style trends than sticking to conventional
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design elements. Nonetheless, the significance of brand’s self-analysis, thus defining the identity domain, or
‘brand identity platform’ as Kapferer (1992) calls it, is usually required. 

The main cases of my research offer two different approaches to managing brand-specific product design in terms
of explicit references. Dissimilarities are explained especially by different business contexts, strategic objectives,
variety of product portfolio, and brand heritage. In the case of Volvo cars, the existence of explicit design elements
is clear. Volvo design cues, such as the strong “shoulder line”, massive grille, or V-shaped bonnet (more about
Volvo see Karjalainen 2002a and 2002b, and Warell 2001), are used consistently in all the recent Volvo models
to strengthen the recognition (`Figure 4´). 

Volvo design cues presented in the Volvo S60 (image source: 
Volvo, modified by the author)

When Volvo renewed radically its design language in the 1990’s, the link to heritage was made apparent. Even
though the creation of the new design language was partly characterised by intuitive reasoning, most of the
elements seen in Figure 4 have been used in various forms in several historic Volvo models. Hence, Volvo could
be identified as a ‘brand reputation specialist’ (van Gelder, 2002). It is developing and using specific brand traits
to support distinctive identity. The brand has had a distinctive identity since decades – strongly due to consistent
emphasis on strategic brand communication around the themes of safety and family values (“Swedishness”).
Strong and consistent cues are required for such a (relatively) small market player in order to create and maintain
firm recognition.

Sweden as the country of origin has been, and still is, playing a significant role in Volvo’s current perception. The
brand has always retained a strong Swedish national identity and culture that is associated with safety, caring and
protection. In accordance to the view by Grinyer (2002), Volvo may be identified as a ‘value exporter’, a brand
that has strong values in relation to national characteristics. Such a brand uses design as a tool to emphasise
either its national origin or a set of values that differentiates it from other products. On the symbolic level, a brand
with a strong and consistent set of associations may over time even become an entity that is most resistant to
different value perceptions in different cultures (Cagliardi, 2002). For instance, Volvo is seen as a (iconic) brand
representing safety in different markets. A key issue for most brands, in effect, would be to focus on the
“essential” meaning that the brand signals and is perhaps fundamentally known for. Such a brand evokes
competitive associations that are distinctive and powerful concepts. 

Hence, regarding Volvo, there appears rather strong correspondence between strategic brand identity and
identity domain, between physical design cues and brand heritage. In Nokia case, in turn, the lack of as consistent
cues is evident. This is due to the very different business context and market position of the brand. Nokia has
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currently an extremely wide product portfolio; it has implemented distinctive segmentation with distinctive
product identities, which leaves lesser room for the use of consistent design cues. In comparison to the Volvo
case, the lack of strong heritage – the relatively low weight of the identity domain – is notable. The entire mobile
phone industry is still on its early phase and even a company like Nokia has only a short history as a brand in this
field. In overall, the competition has focused merely on providing customers with new features. The strategic
identity (and competitive associations) of Nokia is strongly related to personalisation of the phones according to
specific needs of market segments, thus not supporting the use standard elements. Moreover, the aspect of high
usability, in specific in terms of the phone’s use interface, has strongly contributed to the creation of favourable
brand reputation. In addition to supposedly strong implicit recognition brought by strong commitment to
personalisation and usability, there, however, appear some physical elements that may be characterised as typical
Nokia-elements. Such are the frame surrounding the display (“face” of the phone) and the symmetrical
composition of buttons (supporting the interface). But as Figure 5 illustrates, there are numerous variations of
these elements within the product portfolio (`Figure 5´).

Basic Nokia elements applied in various phone models (image source: 
Nokia, modified by the author)

Hence, the approach of Nokia seems to rely on the creation of multiple identities (according to the strategy of
personalisation). A phone created to the “classic” category must transform different meanings from its
counterpart in “fashion” category. Companies operating in accordance to this approach may be identified as
‘value collectors’ in the frame of Grinyer (2002). Such brands may have a strong internal culture, but their external
identity is less consistent (identifiable). This strategy is needed in situations where customer groups are heavily
fragmented, cultural market differences significant, or product life cycles short. Nokia, for instance, places heavy
stress on adapting its business idea to multiple customer segments, fast-changing lifestyles, and local needs.

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The purpose of the paper was to suggest a theoretical basis for brand-specific design knowledge and to outline
a generic framework for employing this knowledge. The basic assumption of the paper referred to the situation
that seems to become increasingly characteristic in contemporary markets. Namely, the emphasis of recognition
and differentiation in numerous product categories has strongly shifted to representational (semantic) product
qualities. One of the strongest objects of identification is brand. The capacity of product design, in specific, its
semantic dimension, as brand manifestation is notable.
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It was suggested that, for most brands, there appears a specific identity domain as a result of brand heritage,
culture, and past reputation. This also concerns product design. The brand may have an explicit “design bank”
comprising the design elements the brand’s products should embody. The design language of the brand may also
be described by qualitative characteristics that may take different physical forms but are connected to specific
brand associations. Or, often the family resemblance appears only on a subconscious level. A critical strategic
choice concerns the decision on which of these levels the brand recognition should be created. Another, and
presumably even more significant strategic choice is to decide whether the identity domain (which may also be
weak, e.g., due to short heritage) should in the first place be regarded as the basis of new product development.
Sometimes it is simply overrun by other strategic imperatives, such as keeping up with fast changing market
environment. The differences of strategic approach were clearly illustrated in the cases of Volvo cars and Nokia
mobile phones. 

As the bottom line, firm knowledge of products and their semantic nature is required in order to locate the
possibilities to associative reference building. Part of this knowledge may be explicated, but much resides as
experiential knowledge, in specific regarding a designer’s personal experience of the brand and its identity
domain. This knowledge concerns semantic product functions, product typologies, and the use of design
references.

In this paper, I was able only to outline the substance of this product knowledge. A more detailed analysis of
semantic references and their associative contents will appear in my dissertation. Further, the cases were only
briefly discussed in this paper, the analysis process being still in progress. My research at the time aims to study
brand-specific identity references in product design from a mere descriptively conceptual perspective. This does
not directly include the actual process of semantic transformation, in other words, what kind of reasoning and
decision making a designer is involved in when creating design concepts. Nor does the research discuss the
customer perception and interpretation of designed products. This remains as a challenge for further research. In
specific, it would be interesting to study the creation and interpretation of semantic references through tangible
product and brand cases to better understand differences between universal and brand-specific aspects of design
elements (e.g. complete and partial characteristics) and their connection to various aspects of product experience,
such as perception, emotions, and cognition. 
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