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The term 'brand' is commonly used in today's culture.  Branding's importance in design, 
business, and consumer confidence cannot be dismissed.  The definition of brand 
encompasses everything tangible and intangible.  A company's brand has inherent equity 
determined by the trust and value consumers place on identity, logo, product, people, and 
experience.  To properly appreciate it's importance, design education needs to actively 
address this complex subject in today's curriculum. 
 
Typically, business management and marketing has determined corporate brand strategy.  
Design has historically been the child of implementation. However, with broader acceptance 
and application of relevant design research and methods, design has shown to be more than 
just an executor of marketing data. 
 
Today's design education needs to understand, teach, and apply brand education in the 
curriculum.  This can be done through studio projects or special program courses.  The 
effectiveness and value increases as the integration of all disciplines of visual 
communication, product design, business, and production are brought together on common 
brand problems. 
 
Thankfully brand's multi-faceted concepts readily lend themselves to relevant discussions on 
tangible and intangible issues: relationship of 2D and 3D forms, proportions, color usage, 
cognitive and psychological issues, etc.  As designers are becoming partners with engineers 
and production, so should the extension be made into business.  Project based branding 
projects cross-integrate marketing and business directly into the design discipline. 
 
With the support of external industry sponsors, the program at The Ohio State University’s 
Design Department has implemented the beginnings of a special project course based on 
brand education and application.  This course is dedicated to understanding, teaching, and 
applying brand for various packages and products.  The course has allowed interdisciplinary 
teams of undergraduate and graduate level students to work together on a common branding 
problem. 
 
The following paper will present issues that pertain directly to design and how the discipline 
needs to be a more active participant in branding strategies.  This paper will include specifics 
on the research methods, best-design practices, co-teaching opportunities, and resources 
utilized in two past brand projects.  It is the intent of this paper to show how design 
programs may integrate and benefit from understanding, teaching, and applying brand. 
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Importance of Brand Education 
The importance and significance of brand is paramount in design.  Brand’s impact on 
business decisions, appearance of products, services, and emotional aspects cannot be 
ignored.  Traditionally, design has been relegated to ‘packaging’ the end results driven by 
marketing or default decisions.  Professional business curriculum, MBA courses, package 
engineering, and other disciplines dedicate coursework towards identity and brand. For 
design to be effective, there needs to proper understanding, application, and awareness of 
brand. Similar attention needs to be focused upon today’s design curriculum.  The lack of a 
dedicated design course that encompasses the necessary ingredients to address this critical 
subject is the impetus for this paper.  With successfully completing two branding special 
project courses at The Ohio State University’s Industrial, Interior, and Visual 
Communication Design Department, this primer will hopefully demonstrate the importance 
and ability that design has to offer when determining strategic decisions.    
 
 
Teaching Brand Education: Understanding 
Brand is difficult to define.  The public is so acquainted with the term that it is used 
sweepingly.  It is so overused (or misused) to cover so many factors, that it can encompass 



everything that has to do with a company’s products, service, and perception.  Due to this 
popular usage, brand has become ‘everything.’  Everything that is tangible and intangible 
connected with a company becomes brand.  The manner in which an employee answers the 
phone, the consistency of office furniture, the design of the print material, web site, and 
product line all become the blanket of brand.  But it does not stop there.  The intangibles 
like the expected experience before interacting with the company or product is also very 
much a part of the brand domain.  Whether a company intended on these things to be a part 
of their company brand is inescapable – by default it starts being the essence of the 
company.   These are the equities and liabilities of brand.  
 
This is the first step to teaching brand.  Understanding the broad definition of brand is 
principle.  At first, the definition can be daunting.  However, the ability to discern specific 
areas that can be addressed becomes the successive step to brand education.  What areas can 
be controlled to evoke positive experiences through strategy, research, and design?  
Examples of good brand establishment are self-evident.  Companies such as Coca-Cola, 
British Petroleum Oil, and United Parcel Services have such strong graphic brand and 
identity, they could arguably have a monopoly on color combinations.  This equity flows 
through each of the companies’ products and services.  In contrast, there are as many or 
more poor examples of brand neglect.  Case-based examples provide students with a firmer 
understanding between the textbook definition and actual application.   
 
 
Teaching Brand Education: Operational Syllabus 
By recognizing the broad subject matter requires recruiting and engaging a range of 
disciplines.  Everyone from business, design, and production needs to be a part of the 
process.  Though difficult in many cases because of time, location, and resources, it needs to 
be recognized and addressed in some manner.  Doing this uncovers the decisions, history, 
and guidelines of past and present company brand and identity values.  At a smaller scale, 
the product line and graphic methodology becomes more apparent.  Common use of color, 
form, shape, and message are familiar to the design students.  This is where most students 
start recognizing the connection between a daunting definition and how they can start 
playing a part in its formation and execution.  In our case, our required reading was The Total 
Package, Thomas Hines.  Supplemental readings and lectures included Harvard Business Review 
on Brand Management, and Smart Things to Know About Brands and Branding, John Mariotti.  This 
allowed for discussions and comparisons between our project goals and past successful 
brand strategies.  
 
Once grounded with an understanding of brand and recognizing the specific embodiments 
of the industry sponsor’s company and product line, design students naturally want to create 
something.  But what to create and why?  This is where the design research methods become 
essential to determining what will be the future brand recommendations.  Without first-
person research, there cannot be educated or improved design with high probability of 
success.  Fortunately, the department has a long-standing background in teaching and 
applying design research methods for undergraduate and graduate level students in PD, VC, 
and IS majors.  The special brand development course culminates these previous lecture and 
studio courses together, making the curriculum subject matter more salient and applicable.  



With the expert help from SonicRim and Red Hawk Consulting, the research plan and 
process in which to approach a monumental branding project was developed.   
 
The past two OSU projects dealt with commodity goods rather than traditional product 
design.  In retrospect, this might have been a more challenging brand project because the 
actual design package aspects have a more direct relationship to the commodity contents.  A 
product design of a tangible object can inherently be manipulated for identity and therefore 
branding.  In these applied cases, a large part of the project was dealing with packaging, 
point-of-purchase, multiple shelf configurations, and reuse/recycling.   
 
In the case of Procter & Gamble project, SonicRim’s ‘say-do-make’ framework (Diagram 1) 
provided the template for the interview process.  SonicRim uses multiple converging 
methods to understand people’s unmet needs and aspirations for the future.  These methods 
can be grouped into three categories: what people say, what people do in their behaviors, 
and what people make by using projective tools. When you use all the methods and then 
merge the findings, you can gain a very deep understanding of people, their needs, and their 
aspirations. 
 
Diagram 1: The “say-do-make” framework 
 

 
 
 
The make tools, in particular, help to create a setting in which people are able to creatively 
express ideas and how they see themselves living (or caring for their home, in the case of 
P&G brands) in the future.  The make toolkits contain a wide variety of visual and verbal 
components that people can use to project and express their unmet needs, feelings, and 
dreams.  People make something (i.e., the “artifact”) from the toolkit components and then 
talk about what they've made.  They often reveal a lot about themselves in doing so.  The 
visual artifacts that come out of the make methods can be inspirational sources for the later 
design process.  (Please refer to User Research as the Primary Design Inspiration for 
Packaging & Branding Strategies, 2001 IDSA Education Conference, W.Chung, et al for full 
research description) 
 
The design methodology class and SonicRim recommends that several different research 
methods from each of the categories (say, do and make) be used simultaneously to gain this 
deep understanding of people’s unmet needs.   
 



During the research phases, the participants voice what criteria and values they are placing 
on the product.  This in turn becomes the brand concepts to drive towards when embodying 
the tangible objects. 
 
 
The Natural Design Fit 
It is no wonder that students see the value of proper research.  Successive interviews and 
analysis lead to better tools – resulting in more relevant ideas, concepts, and creations. With 
a limited time schedule, the research stage usually takes more than half the quarter (5 weeks), 
and sometimes 7-8 weeks with concurrent work still being conducted to the final concept or 
mock up stage.  For both projects, our participants were pooled together because the subject 
matter was similar enough to jointly analyze and synthesize.  The students become catalysts 
for the consumers to dream and create.  The end solutions almost become self-evident.  
Design decisions are born from direct understanding of the users and consumers.   
 
The value of this research is not just for the designers.  The hardest part of being a designer 
is in the lack of explicit knowledge that is explainable to other disciplines.  Though we might 
consider ‘best design practices’ (i.e. ergonomically correct size and proportion, aesthetically 
pleasing form, appropriate color use, etc.) explicit knowledge in our field, other disciplines 
see it as implicit or un-exact and without much basis.  In fact, once the research process is 
explained to the companies’ business and production counterparts, the actual formal 
attributes of the design (color, form, proportions, etc.) are more readily understandable and 
accepted.  And for the designers, there is never a lack of appropriate solutions for the 
original problems. 
 
With the culmination of the user-research driven design solutions, the students are more 
aware of how they can play a major role in determining and delivering improved brand for a 
company.  All the process is summarized and documented as a process book with brand and 
identity recommendations for the sponsor corporation.   
 
Serious consideration needs to be given to the level of enrolled students.  We have had great 
success with graduate students, senior level, and even junior level students.  And as 
mentioned before, every major from Industrial, Interior, and Visual Communication has 
participated.  However, the cut-off guideline for such a project should be at a level where 
students are not struggling with their own design skills.  Otherwise, articulation and 
execution suffers from this lack of experience. 
 
 
Problem Solving at it’s Highest Level 
This type of subject matter and format integrates previous design studios, research methods, 
business issues, psychological, cognitive, and organizational behavior issues towards a 
specific purpose.  The challenge of understanding brand, requires multi-level, multi-faceted, 
and progressive problem solving.  Problem solving that demands students to be resourceful, 
proactive, and open-minded.  This is exactly what we strive for in our program, department, 
and soon to be professionals.   
 



Each step builds on one another.  Especially in the proactive research stages, the students 
start taking on the role of formulating non-biased, inquisitive questions, interviews, and 
tools.  This only accelerates into the analysis and synthesis of the raw data.  As a group 
activity, discussion flows with reflection on the information, how it was gathered, and 
weighing its significance.  The research participants words, images, and explanations have 
meaning and cognitive consequences for form development.   
 
Curiously, this type of complex and multi-tasking problem solving depth has only  
demonstrated itself in strategic brand project classes.  With more than seven years of 
teaching studio product design, it is extremely rare that this type of critical thinking and 
complexity coming from studio courses.  My assessment is that product design studio 
courses emphasize the tangible.  Whereas, brand project classes emphasize the content of 
what, why, and how to deliver a brand concept through design elements.  There may be too 
much content, subject matter, and ultimate responsibility lumped into studio courses.  
Assuming problem solving and process is paramount in industrial design education, it is 
fallacy thinking that the standard studio course can address today’s complex and specialized 
demands.  We are very lucky to have developed such a specialized course with the help of 
outside sponsors, local design, brand, and research experts, and enthusiastic students.  It is 
our hope that similar implementation take place at other institutions with just as exciting 
results.   
 


