


a guide to creating

iconic brand identities

from david airey



Logo Design Love: A Guide to Creating Iconic Brand Identities

David Airey

New Riders 
1249 Eighth Street
Berkeley, CA 94710
510/524-2178
510/524-2221 (fax)

Find us on the Web at: www.newriders.com
To report errors, please send a note to errata@peachpit.com

New Riders is an imprint of Peachpit, a division of Pearson Education

Copyright © 2010 by David Airey

Acquisitions editor: Nikki Echler McDonald
Development editors: Robin Drake and Jill Marts Lodwig
Production editor: Cory Borman
Indexer: Jack Lewis
Cover and interior design: David Airey
 

Notice of rights
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by 
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior 
written permission of the publisher. For information on getting permission for reprints and 
excerpts, contact permissions@peachpit.com.

Notice of liability
The information in this book is distributed on an “As Is” basis without warranty. While every 
precaution has been taken in the preparation of the book, neither the author nor Peachpit 
shall have any liability to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or 
alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the instructions contained in this book or by the 
computer software and hardware products described in it.

Trademarks
Many of the designations used by manufacturers and sellers to distinguish their products 
are claimed as trademarks. Where those designations appear in this book, and Peachpit 
was aware of a trademark claim, the designations appear as requested by the owner of the 
trademark. All other product names and services identifi ed throughout this book are used in 
editorial fashion only and for the benefi t of such companies with no intention of infringement 
of the trademark. No such use, or the use of any trade name, is intended to convey 
endorsement or other affi liation with this book.

ISBN 13 978-0-321-66076-3
ISBN 10 0-321-66076-5

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed and bound in the United States of America

www.newriders.com


David Airey, a graphic designer from Northern 
Ireland, has been intrigued by brand identity since 
the 1990s, when he enrolled in his fi rst graphic 
design course. Having honed his skills working in 
the United Kingdom and the United States, he then 
made a conscious choice to specialize in brand 
identity design, where his passion lies.
 
Self-employed since 2005, David has amassed an 
impressive global client list, including the likes of 
Yellow PagesTM (Canada), Giacom (England), and 
Berthier Associates (Japan).

He writes two of the most popular graphic design 
blogs on the Internet, logodesignlove.com and 
davidairey.com, attracting more than 250,000 
online visitors per month and approximately
1 million monthly page views.

About the author



iv

160over90   160over90.com
300million   300million.com
Andrew Sabatier  andrewsabatier.com
biz-R    biz-r.co.uk
Bunch    bunchdesign.com
Fertig Design   fertigdesign.com
Gerard Huerta   gerardhuerta.com
id29    id29.com
Ivan Chermayeff  cgstudionyc.com
Jerry Kuyper   jerrykuyper.com
Jonathan Selikoff  selikoffco.com
Josiah Jost   siahdesign.com
Kevin Burr   ocularink.com
Landor    landor.com
Lindon Leader   leadercreative.com
Logo Motive Designs  logomotive.net
Maggie Macnab  macnabdesign.com
Malcolm Grear Designers mgrear.com
Michael Kosmicki  hellosubsist.com
Mike Rohde   rohdesign.com
Moon Brand   moonbrand.com
Muamer Adilovic  muameradilovic.com
Nancy Wu   nancywudesign.com
nido    thisisnido.com
Roy Smith   roysmithdesign.com
Rudd Studio   ruddstudio.com
smashLAB   smashlab.com
SomeOne   someoneinlondon.com
Stephen Lee Ogden  stephenleeogden.com
studio1500   studio1500sf.com
UnderConsideration  underconsideration.com

Contributors (a huge thanks)







x

Brand identity design. Who needs it? Every company on the 
planet. Who provides the service? You.

But how do you win big-name clients? And how do you stay 
relevant? Design is an ever-evolving profession. If you•re like me, 
one of your goals as a graphic designer is to al ways improve 
your skills so that you can attract the clients you want. So it•s 
vital that you keep learning and growing.

This book is about sharing with you everything that I know 
about creating brand identities so that you can stay motivated 
and inspired, and make smart and well-informed decisions when 
procuring and working with your clients.

But who am I, and what reason do you have for heeding
my advice?

Well, for a number of years I•ve been sharing design projects on 
my blogs at davidairey.com and logodesignlove.com. In these 
blogs, I walk my readers through the individual stages of my 
identity design projects. I talk about how I sealed the deal with 
a client. I examine the details of a design brief. And I describe 
how a client might sign off on polished artwork.

My websites currently generate 1 million monthly page views 
and have a combined subscriber count of more than 30,000 
readers. That•s quite a lot for a young lad from Bangor,
Northern Ireland. My readers tell me that reading my blogs 
makes them feel like they•re getting to go •behind the scenesŽ

Introduction
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into my design process, and that it’s diffi cult to fi nd such 
insights elsewhere. They say that my features are helpful, 
inspiring, and very much appreciated (and I didn’t pay them
for their comments, I promise!). 

If you search through the portfolios of the most successful 
design agencies and studios, you’ll fi nd plenty of examples of 
fi nal design work. Some portfolios might even show one or two 
alternative concepts. For the most part, however, we can fi nd 
very little of what actually happens between designers and their 
clients: the questions they ask to get projects started on the 
right foot, how they generate ideas after creating and studying 
the design brief, and how they present their designs to win their 
client’s approval. Such details are like gold dust to a designer.

And so, the idea for this book was born.

Never before have I gone into so much detail about my design 
process, and never before have I studied the intricacies in such 
depth. In the process, I’ve brought many talented designers and 
design studios on board who very graciously have shared their 
own thoughts, processes, and advice.

When you fi nish reading this book, you hopefully will be 
well-prepared to go out and win your own clients and create 
your own iconic brand identities. Had I known about everything 
contained in this book when I fi rst started my own graphic 
design business, I would defi nitely have saved myself a lot of 
worrying and restless nights.



Part I



The importance of brand identity
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Logos bombard us. Think clothes labels, running shoes, TVs, 
and computers. From the moment we wake to the moment we 
sleep, they’re an ever-present part of our daily routine.

The average American sees 16,000 advertisements, logos, and 
labels in a day, said Dharma Singh Khalsa, M.D., in his book 
Brain Longevity.1

Don’t believe it?

To illustrate the constant presence of logos in our lives, I 
decided to spend the fi rst few minutes of a typical working day 
photographing logos on the products I interact with, beginning 
with my morning alarm.

The following sequence tells a story of its own, providing a
brief glimpse into my daily routine, which is not to say that 
there weren’t plenty of other logos around me at the time—
on other food products, books and newspapers, TV shows,
and my clothing.

1  Dharma Singh Khalsa, M.D. with Cameron Stauth. Brain Longevity: The Breakthrough Medical Program That
 Improves Your Mind and Memory. (New York, NY: Grand Central Publishing, 1999).
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Chapter 1: No escape!

Try it yourself. Maybe not as soon as you wake up. But what 
about right at this moment? Look around. How many logos can 
you see?

Reuters magazine proclaimed in 1997 that “In the last 30 years, 
mankind has produced more information than in the previous 
5,000.”2 Because humanity is now producing such a vast 
amount of information, we’re seeing logos that are increasingly 
similar to one another. This poses a problem for companies that 
are trying to differentiate themselves visually, but it also creates 
an opportunity for designers who are skilled enough to create 
iconic designs that stand above the crowd.

Take, for instance, 300million, 
one of the United Kingdom’s top 
creative agencies, which spent 
two weeks creating and crafting 
this logo, making excellent use 
of negative space to show a 
spoon inside a pen nib.

“What you take away is just as important as what you keep,” 
said Katie Morgan, senior designer at 300million.

Seeing just one great design like this is a testament to the work 
of creative agencies like 300million, as well as ideal inspiration 
for designers everywhere who continually strive to create 
brilliant designs. Let’s take a look at a few more in Chapter 2.

2 “Information Overload Causes Stress.” Reuters magazine, March/April 1997. Lexis/Nexis Academic Universe.
 London: Reuters Group PLC.

The Guild of 
Food Writers

By 300million

2005
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Why is branding important? Because people often choose 
products based on their perceived value rather than their
actual value. 

Think about the celebrity who drives an Aston Martin instead 
of, say, a Skoda, which is continually ranked “car of the year” in 
many European countries and delivers much better mileage at a 
signifi cantly cheaper price. Sure, Skoda is the logical choice, but 
it’s Aston Martin’s identity, which conjures images of luxury and 
status, that usually clinches the sale. Then there’s Lexus versus 
Scion. Which would most people pay more for, and why?

With the right branding, businesses can increase their product’s 
perceived value, establish relationships with their customers 
that span ages and borders, and nurture those relationships into 
a lifelong bond.

Of course, it always helps to have a good story to tell. Your job 
as a designer is to fi nd the story, and tell it wisely. The rest of 
this chapter shares a few examples of designers who got it
just right.

Chapter two

It’s the stories we tell

Scion

By Fresh Machine

2002

Lexus

By Molly Designs

Refi ned by 
Siegel+Gale

2002
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None genuine without this signature

Will Keith (W.K.) Kellogg invented wheat fl akes and then corn 
fl akes, spawning a breakfast cereal revolution and helping to 
develop an industry that has since become one of the most 
successful on the planet. But we might never have been familiar 
with the Kellogg name if W.K. hadn’t also been such a smart 
business strategist.

Kellogg developed marketing campaigns that were years ahead 
of their time. He used modern, four-color print advertising in 
magazines and on billboards at a time when other companies 
were still thinking in black and white. And to distinguish 
Kellogg’s Corn Flakes from those manufactured by other cereal 
companies, he made sure all of his boxes bore the legend, 
“Beware of Imitations. None Genuine Without This Signature, 
W.K. Kellogg.”

Kellogg still uses the same trademark signature that it has been 
using since 1906 on the front of every pack of cereal, but these 
days the signature is a red, stylized version. This consistency 
built a level of trust and repeat business with consumers 
through the years, which has helped establish Kellogg as the 
world’s leading cereal manufacturer.

Kellogg’s 
signature

By W.K. Kellogg

1906
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A logoless company is a faceless man

For thousands of years, humans have needed and desired social 
identifi cation. Think of the farmer who brands his cattle to 
mark his ownership, or the stonemason who proudly chisels his 
trademark.

When you close your eyes and picture McDonald’s, what do 
you see? Golden arches, perhaps? For those products and 
services that have a strong brand identity, it’s the identity 
that people often think of fi rst, rather than the product itself. 
Think of Microsoft, Apple, Ford, and Target. Chances are good 
that without even showing you the logos, you’d have a fairly 
good picture of how they look. Granted, a huge marketing 
budget is necessary to achieve the recognition rates of such 
organizations, but it’s important to “put on your best face.” 

Iconic designer Gerard Huerta, born and raised in Southern 
California, has been producing well-known identities for 
decades, including those for the likes of TIME, Waldenbooks, 
and the Type Directors Club. You are probably just as familiar, if 
not more familiar, with these logos as you are with the products 
or services themselves.

By Gerard Huerta

Type Directors 
Club

1994

TIME magazine

1977

Waldenbooks

1979



11

Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell

Seen by millions

By summer 2008, J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter book series had 
sold more than 400 million copies and was translated into 67 
languages. So when New York design and creative fi rm id29 
was chosen in 2007 to create the campaign and associated 
identity elements for the seventh book, it was clear that its 
work would be seen by millions (or even billions).

“We came up with a distinctive campaign 
aesthetic based on a central typographic 
element that we could use across all different 
media, from printed posters and bookmarks 
to rich media and online applications,” said 
Doug Bartow, design director and principal
at id29.

Makes sense. Think about the traffi c passing 
through Times Square. Most people don’t 
have time to be reading from billboards, 
so a symbol is much more fi tting. Using a 
simple mark to identify the campaign allowed 
those taking even the briefest of glimpses to 
recognize news of the book release.

“The results were phenomenal, with Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows selling 8.3 
million copies in the United States within the 
fi rst 24 hours of its release,” said Bartow.

Harry Potter 7

By id29

Designer and
art director:
Doug Bartow

Creative director: 
Michael Fallone

2007

Seen in Times 
Square, New York
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Only if the Queen agrees

The Queen of England—head of state and head of a nation—
understands the importance of brand identity.

Moon Brand, a branding and communications consultancy 
based in London, needed fi nal approval from Her Majesty on 
this design for the Royal Parks.

“The leaves we chose to 
use in this logo are from 
indigenous British trees 
found in the Royal Parks,” 
said Moon Brand director 
Richard Moon.

The logo tells the story 
of the parks using their 
own language—leaves—
and deftly portrays the 
relationship between 
the park system and 
the British crown with 
one clever picture. This 
clarity helped the project 
through to completion.

Moon Brand was told that approval from the Queen can take 
months, but it came back within 24 hours.

The Royal Parks

By Moon Brand

Designers: 
Richard Moon,
Ceri Webber, 
Andy Locke

2006
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Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell

Symbols transcend boundaries

To sell products internationally, your brand has to speak a lot of 
different languages. Fortunately, easy-to-identify symbols need 
no translation. Recognizable regardless of culture or language, 
symbols enable companies to cross language barriers, compete 
globally, and maintain brand consistency across a wide range
of media.

Take, for example, international branding and design agency 
Bunch. Its designers used a seven-pointed star inspired by 
the Star of Bethlehem to brand a new two-story club, Star of 
Bethnal Green (SoBG), which opened in the heart of Bethnal 
Green in London in 2008. The hard-working star symbol, which 
is a play on the name of the club and its owner, Rob Star, was 
used on everything from note cards to pint glasses.

The symbol had to be a star in some guise, said Bunch Creative 
Director Denis Kovac, so the design team began playing around 
with the traditional fi ve-pointed star. All too soon they realized 
that it was too commonplace.

Star of 
Bethnal Green 
experimentation
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“We fi gured a fi ve-pointed star would always be reminiscent of 
national fl ags, communism, and pagan rituals,” said Kovac. “Rob 
Star already had a large following through his Mulletover club 
night, which brought to mind the expression ‘follow the star.’ 
He wanted the pub to be a shining beacon in Bethnal Green, 
attracting people from far and wide. The Star of Bethlehem with 
seven points and a long tail presented itself as a way forward.”

Star of
Bethnal Green 
sketches
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Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell

While Kovac and his team produced many possible variations, 
it was a simple thick-outlined star that was chosen, not only 
because it was a brilliant design, but also because it could be 
used as a template and altered to suit any application or theme.

Bunch used the versatile star symbol 
on bottles, food, DJ paraphernalia, 
and stationery. Inside the pub, pint 
glasses are etched with the simplest 
form of the star, and screen-printed 
wallpaper features the same design 
drawn by hand. 

Bunch’s project is a classic lesson 
in versatility. When designing brand 
identity, you must always ask yourself 
whether your logo can adapt to 
different media.

The Star of 
Bethnal Green

By Bunch

2008

Pint glasses and 
business cards
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Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell
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Identity design as part of our language

biz-R, a design studio in England, created this logotype with its 
customized typeface for Amanda Marsden, a lifestyle salon and 
spa based in Devon, England. The designers then extrapolated 
the letters “am” from the design, which represent the client’s 
initials and form the word “am,” to create a contemporary 
minimalist wordmark.

The word was then integrated into the various phrases used 
to promote Marsden’s service, such as “am: beautiful,” “am: 
relaxed,” and the “am: gifted” card (shown opposite).

Not every brand name will suit such a language-centric 
approach, but keep it in mind, because it’s one more tool in your 
design arsenal that you can employ when the time is right.

Amanda Marsden

By biz-R

2008
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Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell
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Chapter 2: It’s the stories we tell

Rethinking the importance of brand identity

We often do judge books by their covers, whether it’s fair or 
not. And that’s why the perceived value of a service or product 
is usually greater than the actual one. The same visual identity 
seen time and again builds trust, and trust keeps customers 
coming back for more. It’s kind of like putting a face to a name—
logos help people remember their experiences with companies.

You might practice making these very important points during 
initial discussions with your clients, as a way of driving home 
the importance of choosing you as their designer.



22

Anyone can design a logo, but not everyone can design the 
right logo. A successful design may meet the goals set in
your design brief, but a truly enviable iconic design will
also be simple, relevant, enduring, distinctive, memorable,
and adaptable. 

So many requirements may seem like a tall order, and it is. But 
remember, you have to know the rules in any creative endeavor 
before you can successfully break them. A Michelin-star 
chef doesn’t just pluck ingredients from thin air. She takes a 
tried-and-tested recipe and adapts it to create her signature 
dish. This also applies to creating brand identities. The basic 
elements of classic iconic brand identities are the ingredients in 
our recipe, so let’s examine each one closely before you go out 
and earn your own awards.

Keep it simple

The simplest solution is often the most effective. Why?
Because a simple logo helps meet most of the other 
requirements of iconic design. 

Simplicity helps a design be more versatile. Adopting a 
minimalist approach enables your logo to be used across a
wide range of media, such as on business cards, billboards,
pin badges, or even a small website favicon. 

Chapter three

Elements of iconic design
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Simplicity also makes your design easier to recognize, so it 
stands a greater chance of achieving a timeless, enduring 
quality. Think of the logos of large corporations like Mitsubishi, 
Samsung, FedEx, BBC, and so on. Their logos are simple, and 
they’re easier to recognize because of it.

And simplicity helps people remember your design. Consider 
how our minds work, and how it’s much easier to remember a 
single detail, such as Mona Lisa’s smile, than it is to remember 
fi ve: the clothes Mona Lisa wears, how her hands are placed, the 
colour of her eyes, what sits behind her, the artist (Leonardo da 
Vinci—but that one you did know, didn’t you?). Look at it this 
way: If someone asked you to sketch the McDonald’s logo, and 
then sketch the Mona Lisa, which would be more accurate?

Let’s look at a different example.

FedEx

By Lindon Leader

1994
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The National Health Service (NHS) logo is one of the most 
visible logos in the United Kingdom, so much so that its use as 
the emblem of British health care was made government policy 
in 2000.

Initially designed in 1990 by Moon Brand, this logo includes a 
simple, clean color palette and type treatment. The fact that 
the design has remained unchanged for nearly 20 years is a 
testament to its success.

“We kept the design deliberately simple for three reasons: to 
make it easy to implement, to last as long as possible, and to 
go undetected by the British media who often see such identity 
programs as an extravagant use of public funds,” said Richard 
Moon, director at Moon Brand. “By the NHS’ own reckoning, 
the branding program has saved tens of millions in pounds by 
employing this distinctive, easy-to-use brand program.”

National Health 
Service (NHS)

By Moon Brand

Designer:
Richard Moon

1990
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Chapter 3: Elements of iconic design

Make it relevant

Any logo you design must be appropriate for the business it 
identifi es. Are you designing for a lawyer? Then you need to 
ditch the fun approach. Are you designing for a winter-holiday 
TV program? No beach balls please. How about a cancer 
organization? A smiley face clearly won’t work. I could go on, 
but you get the picture. 

Your design must be relevant to the industry, your client, and 
the audience to which you’re catering. Getting up to speed 
on all these aspects requires a lot of indepth research, but the 
investment of time is worth it: Without a strong knowledge 
of your client’s world, you can’t hope to create a design that 
successfully differentiates your client’s business from its
closest competitors.

Keep in mind, though, that a 
logo doesn’t have to go so 
far as to literally reveal what 
a company does. Think about 
the BMW logo, for instance. It 
isn’t a car. And the Hawaiian 
Airlines logo isn’t an airplane. 
But both stand out from the 
competition and are relevant 
within their respective worlds.

Hawaiian Airlines

By Lindon Leader

1993
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Josiah Jost of Siah Design, based in Alberta, Canada, worked 
with Ed’s Electric, a local electrical company, to create a 
new brand identity. Not only did Josiah deliver a logo that is 
relevant, but he also created one that most viewers won’t
easily forget.

“With Ed’s Electric, the logo idea popped into my head while I 
was trying to see something in the negative space in electrical 
elements,” said Jost. “I knew right away that the concept was
a winner.”

Ed’s Electric

By Josiah Jost

2008
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Chapter 3: Elements of iconic design

Another Moon Brand design, this time for Vision Capital, 
epitomizes this notion of relevance as it pertains to brand 
identity. During extensive discussions with the client prior 
to commencing any creative work, Moon Brand designers 
discovered that Vision Capital is about more than just capital: 
It’s also about raising funds for investors using a very strategic 
approach to buying company portfolios. So they decided to 
base their exploration on this “more than” idea.

The resulting logo conveys the concept in a clever way.
By rotating the “V” for vision, it becomes the “greater than” 
symbol, allowing viewers to easily interpret the logo as 
signifying “greater (or more) than capital,” while still clearly 
featuring the initials of the company.
 
Just because you’re designing a logo that must relate to the 
stereotypically dull fi nancial markets doesn’t mean it can’t be 
dynamic and full of meaning.

Vision Capital

By Moon Brand

Designer:
Richard Moon

1990
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Incorporate tradition

When it comes to logo design and brand identity, it’s best to 
leave trends to the fashion industry. Trends come and go like 
the wind and the last thing you want to do is invest a signifi cant 
amount of your time and your client’s money in a design that 
will become dated almost overnight. Longevity is key, and a 
logo should last for the duration of the business it represents. It 
might get refi ned after some time to add a little freshness, but 
the underlying idea should remain intact.

The Rhode-Island-based agency Malcolm Grear Designers 
created the visual identity for Vanderbilt by integrating 
two symbols long associated with the university: the oak 
leaf (strength and steadfastness) and the acorn (seed of 
knowledge). These elements also refl ect the school’s status as 
an active arboretum.

Vanderbilt 
University

By Malcolm Grear 
Designers

2002
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Chapter 3: Elements of iconic design

“The toughest person to please in any logo design project 
should be the designer who creates the mark,” said Malcolm 
Grear. “It’s challenging because the work must be memorable, 
as timeless as possible. I never want to be in vogue. I want to set 
the standard and not follow others.”

Vanderbilt 
University

By Malcolm Grear 
Designers

2002
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Aim for distinction

A distinctive logo is one that can be easily separated from the 
competition. It has a unique quality or style that accurately 
portrays your client’s business perspective. But how do you 
create a logo that’s unique?

The best strategy is to focus initially on a design that is 
recognizable. So recognizable, in fact, that just its shape or 
outline gives it away. Working in only black and white can 
help you create more distinctive marks, since the contrast 
emphasizes the shape or idea. Color really is secondary to the 
shape and form of your design.

SomeOne, a London-based 
design agency specializing 
in the launch and relaunch 
of brands, worked with 
the Newspaper Marketing 
Agency (NMA) to create 
two distinctive logos. The 
fi rst, a monogram using the 
characters NMA, looks like it 
was fairly simple to create: 
mainly just a series of three 

sets of up and down strokes. Okay, so there’s a little more to 
it—just coming up with the idea is the challenge—but the mark 
is bold, simple, and relevant. Most of all, it’s distinctive and likely 
something viewers won’t forget. 

NMA

By SomeOne

Design and 
creative direction: 
David Law

2003
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Chapter 3: Elements of iconic design

The second logo is a stylish 
“open newspaper” symbol 
in the shape of the letter A 
for the Awards for National 
Newspaper Advertising (or 
ANNAs). It works very well in 
black and white. Notice how 
easy it was for me to describe 
it? That’s because distinctive 
marks are almost always simple 
enough that they can be easily 
described.

In another example, England-based designer nido cleverly 
transforms the familiar letters a and e in “Talkmore,” a 
wholesaler of mobile phones and mobile phone accessories,
into speech marks. This treatment is brilliantly relevant to 
Talkmore’s business name and industry. Notice how most of 
the design is created in black and white, with just enough color 
added to call attention to the clever transformation of letters 
into speech marks. This is a classic example of how text does 
not have to be lifeless.

ANNAs

By SomeOne

Design and 
creative direction: 
David Law

2006

talkmore

By nido

2001
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New Bedford 
Whaling Museum

By Malcolm Grear 
Designers

2005
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Chapter 3: Elements of iconic design

Commit to memory

A solid iconic design is one that onlookers will remember 
after just one quick glance. Think, for instance, of passengers 
traveling on a bus, looking out the window and noticing a 
billboard as the bus whizzes past. Or what about pedestrians, 
looking up just as a branded truck drives by. Quite often, one 
quick glance is all the time you get to make an impression.

But how do you focus on this one element of iconic design?
It sometimes helps to think about the logos that you remember 
most when you sit down at the drawing table. What is it about 
them that keeps them ingrained in your memory? It also helps 
to limit how much time you spend on each sketch idea—try 
30 seconds. Otherwise, how can you expect an onlooker to 
remember it with a quick glance? You want viewers’ experience 
with your client’s brand identity to be such that the logo is 
remembered the instant they see it the next time.

Malcolm Grear Designers worked with the New Bedford Whaling 
Museum to craft its brand identity. The museum is the largest 
in America devoted to the history of the American whaling 
industry at a time when sailing ships dominated merchant trade 
and whaling. By combining boat sails with the tail fi n of a whale, 
and employing a unique use of negative space, the resulting 
design refl ects the idea of “whaling in the age of sail.”
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Think small

As much as you might want to see your work plastered 
across billboards, don’t forget your design may also need to 
accommodate smaller, yet necessary, applications, such as 
zipper pulls and clothing labels. Clients are usually enthusiastic 
about, and demanding of, an adaptable logo, since it can save 
them a substantial amount of money on printing costs, brand 
implementation meetings, potential redesigns, and more.

In creating a versatile design, simplicity is key. Your design 
should ideally work at a minimum size of around one inch, 
without loss of detail. The only way to accomplish this is to keep 
it simple, which will also increase your chances of hitting on a 
design that is likely to last. 

Nancy Wu, a designer in Vancouver, British Columbia, came 
up with this brand identity for Sugoi, a 20-year-old technical 
cycling apparel company founded in Vancouver. Over the years, 
the brand had evolved to embrace runners and triathletes, so 
the company wanted a renewed icon, one with an extra nod 
toward active lifestyle brands.

Sugoi

By Rethink 
Communications

Creative director: 
Ian Grais /
Chris Staples

Designer:
Nancy Wu

2007
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Sugoi context

2007

The logo symbolizes a stylized s-shaped fi gure, striving 
ahead, communicating the brand’s forward momentum and 
representing core strength emanating from within. Supported 
by custom typography, this modern icon embodies energy, 
boldness, technical innovation, and quality.
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Focus on one thing

Iconic designs that stand apart from the crowd have just one 
feature to help them stand out. That’s it. Just one. Not two, 
three, or four. You want to leave your client with just one thing 
to remember about your design. As I’ve touched on already, 
your client’s customers won’t spend a lot of time studying the 
logo. Usually, one quick glance, and they’re gone.

In 2008, the brand identity for the French Property Exhibition 
was in need of a makeover. The exhibition is the largest property 
event in the United Kingdom for people who are interested in 
buying homes in France. Executives at French Property News, 
the U.K.-based French-property publication that organizes the 
event, felt that the original logo was no longer appropriate.
It was more reminiscent of a French bistro than a major 
exhibition event. The angle of the brushstrokes was a distortion 
of the French tricolor. And the type felt somewhat frivolous.

English-based designer Roy Smith was given the task of 
redesigning the logo. 

“I explored various directions in the form of thumbnail 
sketches—a vital part of the conceptualization process.
The French fl ag, rooftops, and louvred shutters—very much
a French icon,” said Smith.
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His fi nal concept makes use of the French fl ag, but focuses on 
one relevant attribute of property—the open door, welcoming 
everyone in.

It’s French. It’s property.

Brilliant.

Roy could have added another mark to the design, perhaps 
something reminiscent of the Eiffel Tower. After all, everyone 
would immediately equate a symbol like the Eiffel Tower with 
France. But then the viewer would have been forced to consider 
an unnecessary element, which would make the design less 
memorable.

“The new design is an evolution of the French tricolor. It can be 
interpreted as open shutters or an open door, subtly welcoming 
visitors. It also resembles the exhibition panels themselves,” 
said Smith. “With three lines of type, I decided to use the evenly 
weighted Avenir regular in caps, to keep it fl ush with the clean 
lines of the mark.”

French Property 
Exhibition

By Roy Smith 
Design

2008

The old logo (left) 
and Smith’s new 
design (right)
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• Commit to memory. Quite often, one quick glance is all the 
time you get to make an impression. You want your viewers’ 
experience to be such that your logo is remembered the 
instant they see it the next time.

• Think small. Your design should ideally work at a minimum 
of around one inch in size without loss of detail so that it can 
be put to use for many different applications.

• Focus on one thing. Incorporate just one feature to help 
your designs stand out. That’s it. Just one. Not two, three,
or four.

Remember that rules are made to be broken

By sticking to the rules for creating iconic designs, you stand a 
greater chance of delivering timeless and enduring logos that 
leave your clients buzzing. But can you do more? And do you 
always need to play by the book? Keep in mind that rules are 
made to be broken. It’s up to you to tread new paths and break 
through the boundaries in your attempts to create designs that 
are a cut above the rest. Whether your results are successful will 
obviously be open to question, but you’ll learn so much more 
and so much faster when any potential mistakes are your own, 
rather than someone else’s.



Part II



The process of design
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Laying the groundwork

At some point down the road, you may fi nd yourself educating 
your client about design, but fi rst you must educate yourself 
about your client. Without knowing the nitty-gritty details of 
your client’s business, his reasons for seeking a brand identity, 
and expectations of the process and the fi nal design, you 
cannot possibly be successful.

Gathering these details takes a signifi cant investment of time, 
and more than a little patience, especially when you’re itching 
to get started on the fun part—the act of designing. But if you 
scrimp on the time and attention required at this early stage 
and dive right into the design work, you risk completely missing 
your client’s mark.

Shaking out the jitters

At the onset of just about any design project, you or your client, 
or sometimes both of you, will likely be feeling some anxiety. 
That’s because, as any designer with a bit of experience can 
attest, the client-designer relationship doesn’t always run 
smoothly. 

For your part, you need to be careful choosing clients, in the 
same way that clients often choose from a number of designers. 
Always remember that you’re being hired because you’re the 
expert. The client should not assume the role of telling you what 
to do. He should be comfortable simply letting you do what you 
do best—create iconic brand identities.



43

If you feel uneasy in any way about the relationship, you should 
defi nitely fi nd a way to discuss it with the client. There’s nothing 
like healthy dialogue to get a clear sense of what is expected, 
both on your part and on the part of your client.

Most clients will be anxious about the process of having a brand 
identity created for their business. They see ideas as a risk, and 
not as a way to secure their mortgage. So the more indepth 
your initial discussions, the more at ease you will make your 
clients. It may be that it’s their fi rst time working on an identity 
project, and it’s up to you to show them how smoothly the 
process can fl ow.

It’s all in the design brief

Understanding your client’s motivations involves a lot more 
than simply setting minds at ease, however. You’re not a mind 
reader, so a series of very specifi c questions and answers about 
your client’s needs and desires is the fi rst order of business. You 
then turn this information into a design brief that refl ects the 
expectations of both you and your client for the project.

The design brief plays a pivotal role in guiding both you and the 
client to an effective outcome. There may be stumbling blocks 
that crop up along the way—your client may disagree with a 
decision you’ve made, for instance. It’s at points like this when 
you can return to the details of the brief to back up your stance. 
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That’s not to say you won’t make design changes as a result of a 
disagreement—you want to please your client, after all. But the 
design brief exists to provide both of you with concrete reasons 
for making decisions throughout the design process.

There are several ways you might obtain the information you 
need from your client: by telephone, video chat, in person, or 
by email. I fi nd that with many of my clients, it’s useful to pose 
questions in the form of an online questionnaire or email. With 
others, I might feel that more face-to-face time is necessary. 
What matters most is that you’re able to extract as much 
relevant information as possible, and at the beginning of
the process.

Gathering preliminary information

You’ll want to note the following basic information before 
posing your more indepth questions:

• The organization’s name
• Its location
• Number of years in business
• Number of employees
• The product or service sold
• The challenges faced
• Who the competitors are
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In addition, you need to determine who the decision-maker 
is and whether you will be dealing directly with that person 
throughout the project. Dealing with the decision-maker—in 
other words, the person or committee who has the fi nal say 
over the company’s brand identity—isn’t as critical during the
information-gathering stage as it is when you present your 
ideas. We’ll talk more about this in Chapter 8.

When working with larger organizations, it will be likely that 
your point of contact is an employee, rather than the CEO 
or marketing director. This person will help you to gather all 
the necessary information to be included in the design brief. 
Later in the process, he most likely will introduce you to the 
decision-maker or a committee. But for now, the focus is on 
information gathering.

Asking the tougher questions

The crux of a healthy design brief lies in the questions you pose. 
Obtaining this information isn’t diffi cult. You just need to ask. 

What follows are some suggested questions to use as a starting 
point. Keep in mind, however, as you form your own list, that the 
needs of each industry and every company vary.
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What does your audience care about?
Asking this question not only helps focus and orient your 
creative efforts around what appeals to your client’s customers, 
but it also shows that you have an interest in your client’s 
customers, and not a simple wish to please personal tastes.

How do people learn about your product, organization,
or service?
Knowing how your client reaches out to its customer base will 
help you picture how and where the new logo will be used. 
This knowledge will affect the type of design you suggest and 
ultimately create. If the company promotes itself via leafl ets 
at trade events, you might remind the decision-maker that his 
multicolor rainbow effect will cost more to produce than, say, 
a cool gray monotone design. Having an understanding of the 
client’s promotional strategies not only allows you to play a role 
in helping the company stay on track, but also enables you to 
deliver a cost-effective design that works on many levels.

Why does your audience need a new brand identity?
In answering this question, your client is forced to articulate 
why a new identity design is necessary. Sometimes companies 
are reacting to their competitors—a rival may have launched 
a new visual system, for instance—and the company wants to 
respond by doing the same. In this case, encourage your client 
to proceed slowly and cautiously, and refrain from responding 
to a gut reaction. The company may have built enormous equity 
around a strong and longstanding brand identity, so it’s vital not 
to disregard it entirely and all at once.
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A better idea might be to refi ne or refresh the current system, 
rather than opt for a complete overhaul. We’ll talk more about 
this in the next chapter.

What words do you want people to associate with
your company?
You may want to suggest a few adjectives, such as “creative,” 
“professional,” “traditional,” or “playful,” to help get your client 
started. The replies can direct you towards specifi c styles
of design. 

Generally, what logos do you think will appeal to your 
customers, and why?
By switching the focus away from your client’s individual design 
tastes and onto those of the customer, you keep the process 
aimed at the good of the company as a whole, and not just the 
personal preference of one person.

How many people are responsible for use of the
brand identity? 
It’s important for your client to keep a tight reign over the 
use of the work you create. As an extreme example, you don’t 
want a low resolution “saved for web” logo fi le to be enlarged 
and used on the cover of a printed sales manual. It defeats 
the purpose of hiring a specialist. By asking this question, you 
invite a followup conversation about the importance of brand 
guidelines. You might even, at some point, offer to create a logo 
style guide that illustrates for the company how to use, and not 
use, the design.



Logo Design Love

48

Give your client time and space

These questions will be enough to get you started. You likely 
will have more to add, given that every industry has its own 
speci“  c requirements, quirks, and expectations.

As you pose your set of questions, make sure that you don•t 
rush the client to answer them. We all appreciate some 
space to consider answers in our own time, and you•ll end up 
gaining more insight, too. Welcome the opportunity to answer 
seemingly off-topic questions, because at this stage every
detail helps. 

But maintain the focus

In addition, don•t allow your client to confuse this as a chance 
to dictate terms; instead it•s an opportunity to really focus on 
the project, and on the bene“  ts the outcome will achieve. It•s 
precisely this level of focus that will provide you with all of the 
information you need to do your job.

The answers you•re provided should spur some ongoing 
discussion about design ideas.

Homework time

Once you•ve gathered all of the preliminary information you•ve 
sought, spend some time very carefully reviewing it. What are 
your client•s concerns?
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What does the company want to play up? What is it truly 
selling? And how does the company want to present itself in the 
market? Logos that are pretty may win awards, but they don’t 
always win marketshare.

The next step of the information-gathering stage involves 
conducting your own fi eld research. Learn as much as you can 
about the company, its history, its current brand identity and 
the effect it has had on market perception. And don’t forget 
to review any brand identities it has used in the past. These 
additional insights are critical. You also need to focus on how 
your client’s competitors have branded themselves, picking 
up on any weaknesses you perceive and using them to your 
advantage in your design. After all, if your client is to win, there 
needs to be a loser.

Assembling the design brief

Documenting the information can be a matter of taking notes 
during a meeting (having a minute taker present can be a big 
help), recording telephone conversations, editing an email 
back-and-forth, and stripping the chat down to just the meaty 
parts. Did I mention that designers need to be editors, too?

It’s wise to create a succinct, easily accessed, and easily shared 
document that you or your client can refer to at any time. You’ll 
want to send a copy to those involved in the project. And keep 
a copy in hand to use in followup meetings.
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For your part, you want to use the brief to help you keep your 
designs focused. I’m sure that I’m not the only designer to have 
ever entertained some pretty far-fetched ideas every now and 
then. Relevancy—one of the elements we’ve already discussed—
is key, and your brief can help you stay on track.

Let’s look at a few instances in which designers extracted 
critical information from their clients and then used it to create 
very effective results.

A mission and some objectives hold the key

Clive’s is a specialist organic bakery set in the heart of Devon, 
England. Since 1986, the company has been making pies stuffed 
to the bursting point with unique fi llings inspired by culinary 
traditions from around the world.

In 2005, Clive’s asked English studio biz-R to rebrand Clive’s
(at the time the company was named Buckfast Organic Bakery) 
because its existing identity had become dated, inconsistent, 
and uninspiring. The brand was also failing to communicate 
the vibrancy behind the company and its unique range of 
vegetarian and gluten-free pies, cakes, and pastries.

biz-R got the creative process rolling by creating a design brief 
that included a description of Clive’s mission, as well as the 
project’s objectives.
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The mission was to contemporize the bakery’s image and 
emphasize the uniqueness of the product. The new brand 
objectives aimed to communicate the dynamic personality 
of the company, highlight the organic nature of the products 
and their homemade quality, convey the healthy, yet fun and 
tasty recipes, and introduce Clive’s to a new generation of 
health-conscious, brand-aware consumers.

biz-R’s solution was to create a logo that combined a 
handrawn typeface with clean modern type, communicating 
the forward-thinking values of the company, together with the 
homemade qualities of the products.

The strapline “made with love” emphasizes the handmade, 
healthy, natural, and organic quality of Clive’s products.

Clive’s

By biz-R

2005
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The company wanted Clive’s new identity applied to its 
packaging, marketing materials, website, and company vehicles. 
Biz-R created a new design for the packaging that combined 
the logo with “Pot of” typography and colorful graphics.

Large, distinctive typography, bright colors, and bold 
photography focusing on fresh organic ingredients make
the brand easily identifi able, giving it a contemporary,
confi dent appearance and appealing to a much wider
audience than before.

Clive’s

Clive’s 
implemented 
its new identity 
across the entire 
business.
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Field research to the rescue

When Federal Express Corporation invented the overnight 
shipping business in 1973, the market was one-dimensional: one 
country (USA), one package type (letter), and one delivery time 
(10:30 a.m.). By 1992, the company had added new services 
(end of next business day, and two-day economy) and was 
shipping packages and freight to 186 countries. But by then, a 
host of competitors had emerged and created the perception 
of a commodity industry driven by price. As the most expensive 
service, Federal Express was losing market share.

The company clearly needed to better communicate its broad 
service offering and reaffi rm its position as the industry leader. 
It hired global design fi rm Landor in 1994 to create a new brand 
identity that would help reposition the delivery corporation.

Federal Express 
Corporation

An earlier brand 
identity
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For Landor, market research was key in producing an enduring 
and effective design. Landor and Federal Express assigned both 
their internal research groups to collaborate for a nine-month 
global research study. The study revealed that businesses and 
consumers were unaware of the global scope and full-service 
capabilities offered by FedEx, believing that the company 
shipped only overnight and only within the United States. 

Landor conducted additional research about the Federal 
Express name itself. It found that many people negatively 
associated the word “federal” with government and 
bureaucracy, and the word “express” was overused. In the 
United States alone, over 900 company names were
employing this word. 

On a more upbeat note for Federal Express, the research also 
revealed that businesses and consumers had been shortening 
the company’s name and turning it into a generic verb—as in
“I need to FedEx a package,” regardless which shipper was 
being used. In addition, research questions posed to the 
company’s target audience confi rmed that the shortened form 
of the name, “FedEx,” conveyed a greater sense of speed, 
technology, and innovation than the formal name.

Landor advised Federal Express senior management to adopt 
“FedEx” as its communicative name—to better communicate 
the breadth of its services—while retaining “Federal Express 
Corporation” as the full legal name of the organization.
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Over 300 designs were created in the exploratory phase, 
ranging from evolutionary (developed from the original) to 
revolutionary (altogether different concepts).

The new visual identity and abbreviated company name that 
Landor designed allows for greater consistency and impact in 
different applications, ranging from packages and drop boxes to 
vehicles, aircraft, customer service centers, and uniforms.

FedEx logo 
options

Preliminary design 1 Preliminary design 2 Preliminary design 3

Federal Express 
Corporation

By Lindon Leader 
(while at Landor)

1994



56

Landor and FedEx spent a great deal 
of time and energy researching the 
marketplace, discovering how the 
Federal Express brand was perceived, 
where they needed to improve, and 
how to do it. This is a fi ne example in 
which indepth preparation led to an 
iconic solution.

Bringing the details of client discussions to life

Designer Maggie Macnab was asked to create a new logo for 
the Heart Hospital of New Mexico. As a teacher who has taught 
brand identity at the University of New Mexico for more than 
10 years and is a past president of the Communication Artists 
of New Mexico, Maggie felt it was vital to clarify her client’s 
expectations from the very outset.

During the information gathering stage, Maggie had meetings 
with the hospital design committee (comprising doctors from 
merging small practices and the funding insurance company). 
She asked what was required from the brand project, and was 
given these criteria:

• The identity must have a New Mexico “look and feel.”
• It must (obviously) be directly related to cardiology.
• The patients need to know that they’re in very good hands.
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Broader research on New Mexico told Maggie that the Zia 
symbol was being used as the state logo, and had been for 
more than 100 years. The Zia are an indigenous tribe centered 
at Zia Pueblo, an Indian reservation in New Mexico. They are 
known for their pottery and the use of the Zia emblem. Zia 
Pueblo claims this design; it’s a prevalent indigenous pictograph 
found in the New Mexico area.

“I knew there was something about all three project criteria 
in the Zia symbol, so I encouraged the doctors to ask for an 
audience with the elders at Zia Pueblo to request the use of 
their identifying mark,” said Maggie. “The Zia is an ancient and 
sacred design, and I was well aware of Zia Pueblo’s issue with 
people randomly slapping it on the side of any old work truck 
as an identity, which happens often in New Mexico.”

The Zia sun 
symbol
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After dozens of experimental iterations and sketches, Maggie 
integrated the palm of a hand with a heart shape, and the 
Zia became the mark symbolizing both New Mexico and the 
ministering of hands-on care.

Maggie’s thoroughness during the initial project stages not 
only convinced Zia Pueblo to grant the use of the Zia symbol, 
but they also blessed the hospital grounds and danced at the 
groundbreaking ceremony. Excellent PR for the fl edgling
heart hospital.

“It’s always a good idea to be sensitive to things like this,” 
added Maggie. “Not only are you doing the right thing by 
showing common courtesy, but respecting traditions and 
differences can bring great and unexpected things together—
very important for collective acceptance.”

Heart Hospital of 
New Mexico

By
Maggie Macnab

1998
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Culling the adjectives supplied by the client

Earlier in the chapter, I mentioned the importance of asking 
clients which words they want people to associate with
their brand identity. This can be very fruitful information
for a designer.

Executives at Harned, Bachert & Denton (HBD), a law fi rm in 
Bowling Green, Kentucky, felt that HBD’s brand identity didn’t 
effectively portray the experience, history, and integrity that 
the fi rm had built over nearly 20 years. They wanted a logo 
that distinguished them as a professional and unifi ed group of 
ethical attorneys.

The old HBD monogram lacked any sense of design style and 
was very easy to forget, so designer Stephen Lee Ogden was 
given the task of creating an effective redesign. Meetings, chats, 
and email between client and design team helped Stephen learn 
what was needed for the new identity.

Harned, Bachert
& Denton, LLP

Old logo design
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The following words were specifi ed as the ideal fi t: professional, 
ethical, strong, competent, unifi ed, relevant, experienced, 
detail-oriented, and approachable. Ogden relied heavily on 
these adjectives to help him shape the new icon.

The rational behind the icon was that the simple, bold shape 
would come to symbolize a unifi ed fi rm. All of the fi rm’s 
partners bought into the idea.

When you take the time up front to really get to know your 
client and the related industry, you not only stand a much 
greater chance of delivering a design you respect and they love, 
but you also place yourself in an optimal position for educating 
them about designs at some point down the road. Once they 
see what you’re made of, they may start to really listen to your 
feedback and even follow your lead.

Harned Bachert
& Denton, LLP

By Stephen Lee 
Ogden, during 
employment at 
Earnhart+Friends 
of Bowling Green, 
Kentucky

2007
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HBD business 
card design

Contemporary 
and professional, 
the mark works 
equally well 
without the 
accompanying 
business name.
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Skirting the hazards of a redesign

When clients approach designers for brand identity projects, 
the projects generally fall into one of two categories. They 
either represent a newly established company in need of a 
new identity, or an already established company that desires a 
redesigned or refi ned brand identity.

If your project falls into the fi rst category—designing from 
scratch—the process is much simpler, since there’s no brand 
equity for the designer and client to consider. But if you’ve been 
asked to do a redesign, the stakes are much higher, for both 
you and your client. Think about it. Which scenario is potentially 
more damaging: Nike ditching its internationally recognized 
“swoosh” logo in favor of, say, the outline of a shoe, or a new 
business named “Pete’s” comissioning a visual identity to help 
sell its custom t-shirts? Because of Nike’s stature, stock, and 
visibility in the marketplace, the potential for damage to the 
company’s identity is much greater. 

That said, a redesign project tends to be much more lucrative 
for the designer than creating a design from scratch. Because 
established companies need to be protective of the equity 
they have already built around their identity, a lengthier, more 
stringent design process is required. Every decision requires 
more thought, and more discussion.
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What are the reasons for rebranding?

While the lure of a high-paying redesign might initially seem like 
a win-win, it’s critical that you understand from the outset why 
your client is looking to rebrand. It’s not unusual to fi nd that a 
company hopes the buzz associated with the new identity will 
increase its sales in the short term. But rebranding simply for 
the sake of it or to follow the latest trends can result in disaster. 
It’s up to you to talk with your clients about the specifi c reasons 
for their projects, and advise them about which course of action 
makes the most sense. Without this type of guidance, market 
leaders can end up throwing millions away, and your reputation 
with it.

Let’s take a look at an instance in which designing a new brand 
identity to replace a well-established one had unintended and 
punishing consequences.

Don’t squeeze too hard

In 2009, PepsiCo attempted to stimulate sales of its premium 
fruit juice brand Tropicana by hiring the Arnell Group to 
redesign its packaging. PepsiCo and the Arnell Group thought 
it would be a good idea to give Tropicana’s brand identity some 
new energy, and make it more relevant to the times, said Peter 
Arnell, founder and CEO of the Arnell Group.
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“We had always depicted the outside of an orange. What was 
fascinating was that we had never actually shown the product—
the juice itself,” said Arnell.

Those who are familiar with the Tropicana brand know that 
PepsiCo for years had used the “straw stuck in an orange” 
symbol to promote the premium juice product. Consumers were 
used to it—those who were loyal customers of the brand could 
easily spot the packaging when they went grocery shopping.

Tropicana’s 
former and 
current identity 
(left) and 
unsuccessful 
rebranded 
identity (right)

Photo by Brian 
Alexander Gray

2008
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It goes without saying that hindsight is a wonderful thing, but 
was it really necessary to visually remind Tropicana’s customers 
what this product called juice looked like? 

In comparing the two identities, it’s obvious that the redesign 
is defi nitely a more diluted identity—it has an almost generic 
look to it. The full brand name is Tropicana Pure Premium, 
so perhaps this dilution of the brand equity was a conscious 
decision on the part of the company and designer. According 
to the Private Label Manufacturers Association, one of every 
fi ve items sold today in the United States is what’s considered a 
“generic” store brand.1

Despite the fact that Tropicana is considered a premium juice, 
maybe the company wanted to align its product with the more 
generic juice packaging of store labels?

Whatever the case, the rebranding didn’t work. After the 
new packaging was put on supermarket shelves, sales of the 
Tropicana Pure Premium line plummeted 20 percent in less than 
two months,2 costing PepsiCo $33 million in lost sales.3 Within 
two months of unveiling the new identity in early 2009, the 
company bowed to consumer demand by reverting to the
old packaging.

1 Private Label Manufacturers’ Association. “Store Brands Achieving New Heights of Consumer Popularity
 and Growth,” http://plma.com/storeBrands/sbt09.html
2 AdAge.com. “Tropicana Line’s Sales Plunge 20% Post-Rebranding,” April 2, 2009.
3  BrandingStrategyInsider.com. “Tropicana’s Costly Listening Lesson,” April 15, 2009,
 www.brandingstrategyinsider.com/2009/04/tropicanas-costly-lesson-in-listening-.html

www.brandingstrategyinsider.com/2009/04/tropicanas-costly-lesson-in-listening-.html
http://plma.com/storeBrands/sbt09.html
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“New Coke” 
packaging in 
1985 rebranding 
effort
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When emotions run high

The Tropicana rebranding is a great testimony to the emotional 
attachment that customers can have to a brand. Another apt 
example is the “new Coke” rebranding way back in 1985.

Do you remember it? Coca-Cola changed both the design 
on the can and the taste of the soft drink in the hopes that 
a revitalized product would boost sales and attract new 
customers. The result? Less than three months after the 
introduction of “new Coke,” more than 400,0004 consumers 
called or wrote letters to complain. 

Despite the fact that sales of Coke had increased 8 percent 
over the same month a year earlier,5 pressure from a minority of 
disgruntled customers—albeit a huge minority, if there is such a 
thing—forced Coca-Cola executives to announce a return to the 
original drink formula.

The upside of the debacle? Even though the change provoked 
nearly half a million complaints, the uproar generated huge 
interest in the brand.

4 Constance L. Hayes, The Real Thing: Truth and Power at the Coca-Cola Company, (New York: Random House,
 2004), p. 119.
5 John S. Demott, Joseph J. Kane, and Charles Pelton, “All Afi zz Over the New Coke,” Time 125 no. 25 (June 24,
 1985), www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,959449,00.html.

www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,959449,00.html
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Was this a purposeful ploy on the part of the company to gain 
media attention, or a genuine mistake that could easily have 
generated a huge loss? I don’t know. But what I do know is that 
for us creatures of habit, change does not come easily. So if you 
are working on a rebranding project for a client, be sure that the 
reasons for the redesign are sound.

Answers often lie in focus groups

Both the Tropicana and “new Coke” rebranding projects are 
likely cases in which conducting some focus groups would
have provided valuable clues about the risks of changing
the packaging. 

When you are working on a project in which a client with a 
well-established brand identity is seeking a redesign, you
should ask very early in the process whether any focus groups 
have been studied to establish the need. If they have not, you 
might suggest that quizzing existing and potential customers 
about their perceptions of the brand should be the fi rst order
of business.

Some designers and agencies offer to set up focus groups 
as part of their services. If you feel that your schedule can’t 
accommodate such an endeavor, or focus group research 
just isn’t your thing, you might consider bringing a specialist 
onboard to get the job done.
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Of course, most brand designs do not turn out as poorly as 
these examples, and both PepsiCo and Coca-Cola have likely 
experienced other successful redesigns of their products. 

Let’s now examine a very justifi ed and well-planned
redesign project.

From “unresponsive” to “caring”

Design fi rm Leader Creative was given the task of rebranding 
CIGNA Corporation. The CIGNA brand encompasses an array 
of services, ranging from reinsurance, property, and casualty 
insurance to health care delivery and investment services. 
CIGNA executives approached Leader Creative because 
the company was not convinced its existing brand identity 
conveyed just how wide-ranging its services actually are.

CIGNA and Leader Creative fi rst conducted focus groups in 
the United States and seven other countries. They discovered 
that CIGNA customers were generally unaware of the broad 
range of products and services in CIGNA’s portfolio, and that 
little cross-selling existed among the 10 highly diversifi ed and 
independent business units. 
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Respondents in the research study didn’t see the existing “blue 
box” wordmark or the clinical, business-to-business tagline, “We 
get paid for results,” as displaying any of the desired attributes 
the company hoped they would see. Instead, many of them 
said they thought the brand identity pictured the company as 
“bureaucratic” and “unresponsive.” Ouch. 

CIGNA determined its businesses would derive more benefi t 
from a single umbrella brand, as long as the brand conveyed
the desired attributes:  caring, strength, and stability.

Wary of abandoning the brand equity that CIGNA had built 
around its old identity, Leader Creative fi rst experimented 
with design options that kept the “blue box” on board, but 
attempted to add a sense of energy to help overcome the 
unresponsive tag.

CIGNA’s former 
“blue box” logo
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What happened, however, was that these designs scored poorly 
in qualitative research for two reasons: The acronym had no 
apparent meaning, and constituents, particularly in the health 
care division, were looking for an emotional connection and a 
sense of security.

So Leader Creative went back to the drawing board to work 
on other ideas. One of them involved the use of a tree, which 
came about by further developing thoughts of growth, strength, 
and stability. Two of those words are ones that the company 
expressed as desirable attributes; and all three relate to the use 
of a tree as a symbol.

CIGNA logo 
explorations

Options 1 and 2

By
Leader Creative

CIGNA’s new 
brand identity

By
Leader Creative

1993
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“The new ‘Tree of Life’ identity and the slogan ‘A Business 
of Caring’ provided CIGNA with an image that portrays the 
company as thoughtful, caring, and responsive, while still 
maintaining the attributes of professionalism, stability, and 
strength,” said Lindon Leader, founder of Leader Creative.

The incorporation of one main umbrella brand helped CIGNA 
simplify thousands of company forms, and broadened audience 
appreciation of the diverse, full-service organization.

Maybe just some tweaking?

Sometimes, however, a full redesign might mean going a 
step too far when all that’s needed is a refi nement of the 
design—some tweaks here and there that still retain the equity 
behind the visual. Refi nement is a good option when your 
client’s identity has become a little dated over the years, but 
consumers’ familiarity with the identity is high. 

JCJ Architecture, a U.S.-based design fi rm that provides 
architectural and interior services for public and private 
clients in the education, hospitality, and corporate realms, 
commissioned designer Armin Vit of UnderConsideration to 
refresh its brand identity. The company needed not only an 
updated identity, but one that could also easily conform to any 
number of marketing applications.
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The fi rm’s old logotype made use of the venerable Helvetica 
Neue, and was used in all of JCJ’s identity materials.

Helvetica Neue is a type family that was digitized in 1983 and 
is based on the design of the original and popular Helvetica, 
created in 1957. Except for some overly tight kerning, there’s 
nothing dramatically wrong with JCJ Architecture’s old 
logotype—Helvetica Neue is a well-crafted typeface. But there 
was a period in the early nineties when it seemed like every new 
design used it. Armin Vit agreed with his client that a typeface 
rooted in the 21st century was in order.

JCJ Architecture 
former brand 
identity

JCJ Architecture 
new brand 
identity

By Armin Vit 
for Under 
Consideration

2008
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JCJ Architecture 
stationery design
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The design works because it helps JCJ stand out from all those 
other Helvetica Neue logos and modernizes the client’s visual 
identity. It establishes consistency and allows for fl exibility in 
printing methods, whether they are full-bleed brochures printed 
offset or bordered printouts from the offi ce laser printer. The 
distinctive red color of the lettering was retained, so the brand 
equity built around the old design remains intact.

Remember your manners

In questioning your client about the reasons for a redesign, 
don’t forget your manners when sharing your impressions of 
the current brand—it might just be that the business owner 
designed it herself. Ask instead whether the company believes 
the current image is doing the successful company justice, and 
then focus on the positives of what you can bring to the table. 
Good designers are good salespeople, too.
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Pricing design

The age-old question of, “How much should I charge my clients 
for identity design?” is one that every designer struggles with 
at some point. So if you don’t know what your skills are worth, 
rest assured you’re not alone. I still wonder whether I’m doing 
myself justice with the rates I’ve set, and I’ve been in charge of 
my business for what seems like a very long time.

You cannot accurately price a design project without fi rst 
understanding the needs of your client. Designers who advertise 
a list of predetermined prices for x amount of concepts with x 
rounds of revisions are attempting to commoditize a profession 
that by defi nition cannot be commoditized.

Every client is different, so every design project will be, too.
It makes no sense to pigeonhole your clients into a specifi c 
price bracket. What works for one will not work for another, and 
your time—and profi ts—take a big hit when you limit yourself to 
a set range and attract clients on the basis of price alone.

The design pricing formula

Pricing design is far from an exact science, and even when you 
think you’ve covered every possible factor for determining your 
costs, another one will crop up and force you to recalculate. 
But it’s still important to consider what affects the amount you 
quote, and how you can ensure you actually make a profi t.
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Pricing generally varies depending on a number of factors:

• Your level of expertise
• Project specifi cation
• Expected turnaround time
• Additional service and support
• Level of demand
• Current economy

Let’s take a closer look.
 
Your level of expertise
Only you can determine how much your skills are worth, and 
this value is the result of your experience in dealing with clients. 
I frequently ask myself if I’m charging too much or charging 
too little, and I reckon every other designer does too. But the 
main goal is to make sure you’re adequately compensated for 
your level of experience and education; your reputation; the 
overhead you incur for offi ce space, equipment, electricity and 
heating, health care, and living costs; and the expenses you will 
incur as a result of working through the design project with 
your client (travel costs, your time, and so on). Clearly these 
elements will differ from person to person.
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Project specifi cation
Let’s say you’re working with two clients at the same time. 
One is a local shoe store owner who is just launching his fi rst 
business, and the other is a 500-person-strong multinational 
company that has been in business for 50 years and needs a 
rebrand. You won’t need to research the shoe store’s company 
history. Nor will you need to draft an identity style guide, since 
most likely just the owner will be dealing with the application of 
your design. And you won’t be booking international fl ights for 
brand meetings. So the shoe store project will obviously cost 
you and your client less than the multinational company project. 
As much as I’d love to give you specifi c fi gures, only you can 
determine how much less.

Expected turnaround time
If a client is under pressure to have a job completed within a 
tight time frame, you should consider applying a “rush job” 
markup to the project. Accepting the request means that you, 
too, will be under increased pressure to get the job done, 
and might result in a rescheduling of your existing projects. I 
recommend a markup of 20 percent to 50 percent, depending 
on the urgency of the deadline.

Additional service and support
When a client needs a new website to go along with her new 
logo, consider it an opportunity, even if such a service falls 
outside your skill set. It’s situations like these that allow you 
to provide that extra level of service and support that is most 
useful to your client. 
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You can approach other designers—those who specialize in 
web design and development—to see if they might be able to 
provide the needed service. Then negotiate a fi nder’s fee with 
the designer, whereby each project you send his way equates to 
a percentage of the total bill. My subcontractors and I fi nd that 
10 or 15 percent is a fair cut.

You might even want to start a partnership with these 
designers, creating a new business identity that shares
project responsibility and potentially attracts larger, more 
lucrative clients.

Something to think about.

Level of demand
Let’s say you’re snowed under with work. Your project calendar 
is fi lled for the next six months with a steady stream of clients, 
yet you still receive new inquiries and are reluctant to turn them 
away. This is your opportunity to signifi cantly raise your rates. 
If the client says no, it’s not hurting your bottom line, but if the 
client says yes, you’re happy to put in some overtime because 
you’re being adequately compensated and can look forward to 
rewarding yourself when the project is complete.

Put simply, if lots of clients are demanding your design services, 
it’s time to charge more, because this is a sign that you’re
worth it.
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Current economy
You will fi nd that many company owners and CEOs are 
reluctant to spend large amounts on design during an economic 
downturn, so you might discover there are less inquiries about 
hiring you. Some designers will lower their rates as a result, but 
my advice is to charge what you normally do, because there will 
be smart clients out there who wisely see the downturn as an 
ideal time to spend on branding. When competitors are cutting 
back, there’s a great opportunity to increase market share by 
attracting new customers.

If you fi nd business hard to come by in tougher economic times, 
don’t take it as a prompt to lower your rates. Instead, use it as 
an opportunity to improve your own marketing methods. Why 
not give your portfolio a more professional edge? Or draft a 
list of potential companies you can target with a sales drive? 
That way, when the market swings, you’ll be in a much stronger 
position to take advantage of it.

Comparing the design profession to any other is by no means 
exact, but the, “How much for a logo?” question is a little like 
asking a real estate agent, “How much for a house?”
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Hourly rates or a set fee?

When supplying potential clients with quotes for brand identity 
design, you can provide either a set fee for the entire project, or 
an hourly rate multiplied by the number of hours you anticipate 
the project will take.

It may seem like a diffi cult choice, but it’s not if you really think 
about it. First, put yourself in the client’s shoes. Would you 
prefer to know beforehand exactly what a project will cost, or 
would you opt for an hourly rate whereby the project could take 
longer than anticipated and risk running up a huge bill? Nearly 
all clients would prefer a set fee. 

Now look at how the choice can affect your profi ts. You’ve 
spent $100,000 on a design education, spanning fi ve years 
of your life, so that you’re able to accomplish in just a matter 
of minutes or hours what once took weeks or months. In the 
words of brand identity designer Paula Scher, “It took me a few 
seconds to draw it, but it took me 34 years to learn how to draw 
it in a few seconds.”

If you attempt to quantify what you’re worth into an hourly 
fi gure, you will either send your potential client to another 
designer because he doesn’t believe you’re worth it, or you will 
unwittingly undervalue your talent in order to clinch a deal.
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The choice is easy. You offer a set fee.

Tell your client that you would charge x amount for the project. 
If you start mentioning hours, you may fi nd the client deeming 
particular tasks unnecessary, wondering if eliminating certain 
tasks will both speed the process and save money. 

The reality is that you can only determine an exact time frame 
after the project has started and when the true scope of
what’s involved becomes apparent, so an hourly time
allocation will always be destined to change. Again, your
clients will be happier if they don’t have unexpected costs,
so a set fee wins every time.

When discussing time frames, always aim to under-promise and 
over-deliver. If you think a particular task will take two weeks, 
say it’s three. This way you’re compensating for any unforeseen 
mishaps, and, if all goes according to plan, you will delight your 
client by delivering ahead of schedule.

Handling print costs

A brand identity design project is likely to contain a range of 
print design, such as business cards, letterhead paper, or a 
promotional brochure, but it can be diffi cult to determine how 
and what to charge your client for providing this service. 
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Designers and design studios normally charge a markup on 
the total print costs when they handle this service for the 
client. This is their way of recouping the time and effort spent 
liaising with the print company. There’s no industry standard 
percentage, but somewhere between a 15 and 25 percent 
markup is a good starting point.

To put it simply, if a project requires you to supply your client 
with a small promotional brochure, and your commercial printer 
says it will cost you $10,000 for the print run, then you should 
consider charging your client between $11,500 and $12,500 (not 
including design costs—where you will be making the majority 
of your profi ts). And keep in mind that unless you have a 
long-established relationship with the printer, you will probably 
need to pay for printing in advance.

My preference is to advise clients to deal directly with a local 
printer. This helps clients in two ways: They save money that 
is otherwise spent on my markup, and they build a business 
relationship with someone local, which can save a signifi cant 
amount of money on future print runs. And if your clients take 
the time to ask a printer how to make the most of the money 
they plan to spend on their printing project, they likely will be 
surprised at the advice and help the printer delivers. Printers 
love it when they’re involved in the process, because it saves 
them and their customers a lot of headaches.
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However, your clients won’t always want to deal directly with a 
printer, which raises the question, “How can you pay the printer 
in advance when you haven’t received any money from your 
client?” This leads us nicely to the next piece of advice.

Receipt of a down payment

It is essential that you receive a down payment prior to 
commencing work—especially when dealing with a client with 
whom you have no prior relationship. If you don’t get one, it’s 
easy to be taken for a ride. 

I made a mistake of falling into this trap in my early days of 
self-employment. I once worked with a client with whom I had 
an understanding that full payment would be made after I 
sent my initial design ideas. I dutifully supplied my client with 
the designs, but almost immediately after, my client contact 
evaporated, and I was left with nothing.

I asked Jonathan Selikoff of New Jersey-based design studio 
Selikoff+Company how he normally charges his clients.

“It depends on the client and the relationship, but initially, all my 
projects are based on a fl at fee, per project basis, with a defi ned 
scope,” said Selikoff.
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“I usually ask for a third or 50 percent of the fee up front, 
depending on the size of the fee. Hourly rates never benefi t 
anyone. The client doesn’t get a true idea of the value of the 
work and risks getting overcharged. I prefer to deliver a desired 
outcome, not work for x amount of hours and hope for the best. 
If it takes too long to achieve the goal, then I either underpriced 
the service, or I didn’t work effi ciently enough, neither of which 
is something the client should suffer from.”

I, too, normally ask for a 50 percent deposit of the total fee 
prior to starting the project. Getting this payment up front helps 
in two ways: First, I’m ensured that my time is compensated for, 
and second, the client has that additional source of motivation 
to see the project through to completion.

The money exchange

After having worked with overseas clients for some time, I 
began to wonder about fl uctuations in exchange rates, and 
whether I should factor these into my initial quotes. It’s worth 
considering, because there might be a sudden dip in the 
exchange rate before you receive full payment, potentially 
leaving you out of pocket.
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Today I do factor exchange rates into my design pricing, and, 
given that I’m based in the United Kingdom, I keep the British 
pound as my consistent monetary fi gure. In every quote, I 
show both the client’s local currency and the pound fi gure 
alongside it, stating that my pricing is based on the strength of 
the pound at the time of the initial quote. Including the client’s 
local currency saves her from having to perform the conversion 
herself. I determine exchange rates using the currency converter 
on xe.com, which provides real-time updates of rate changes.

But what happens when the rate dips? Say, for example, that I’m 
working with a client in Japan, and the British pound becomes 
weaker against the Japanese yen during the course of the 
project. While it might be tempting to try and revisit the fee 
with my client, it’s important to keep in mind that I have
already agreed upon a set fee for the work. In these cases,
I need to take whatever loss occurs on the chin. Not only do 
I risk disappointing the client, but I also wouldn’t consider 
lowering my fee if things swung the other way and the value
of the yen dropped dramatically. 

You could always factor fl uctuations into your initial client 
agreement, but it’s something I choose not to do. The important 
part is getting paid in the currency I use to pay my overhead, 
because then I know that my expenditures are covered, 
regardless of the exchange rates.
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Spec work

I often hear from young designers who are tempted to take
part in logo design contests so that they can earn some money. 
They ask if it’s a good way to break into the design profession 
and build their portfolios.

The reality is that only one party will benefi t from design 
contests, and that’s the owner of the website hosting them. 
Online logo design contests are spec work—and by spec work 
I mean giving away your intellectual property in the mere hope 
of getting paid. Designers have just as much of a right to get 
paid as any other professional, so don’t believe the hype that 
these contest website owners push. They aim to make a profi t 
by persuading you to give your work away for free. By doing so, 
you devalue the time and effort you have spent in getting where 
you are.

You might think that clients who host contests get value for 
money, but what they are presented with is a collection of 
designs made within minutes, with little to no regard for the 
goals, history, or competition of their business. There’s a slim 
chance the client might see a design that appeals to her tastes, 
but will it appeal to the tastes of her company’s audience? 
That’s what you are paid to research.
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Entering contests is not a good way to build a portfolio, either. 
It’s unlikely that you will receive any feedback on your designs, 
and when you do, it will almost certainly be from someone 
unqualifi ed to give constructive advice.

If you’re truly interested in learning how to improve your design 
skills, look for feedback from designers with experience. One 
option is to enroll in a respected design course in which you 
will be taught from those qualifi ed to teach, and where you 
will learn how to handle constructive criticism—a vital part of 
dealing with clients.

Another idea is to join an online design forum where you can 
receive feedback on the work you post. HOWDesign.com is 
one forum I used to visit regularly. It proved a great help in my 
earlier years of study, and the forum members included many 
talented designers who offered advice.

But perhaps you already have a solid portfolio and see logo 
design contests as a chance to work on real-world projects. In 
this case, instead try contacting local nonprofi t organizations 
and offer to work pro bono (in other words, donate your work 
for the public good). There are multiple benefi ts to this type
of work over the contest approach: You’ll deal fi rsthand with 
your client the whole way through the project, which is ideal
for building confi dence; you’ll build local business contacts, 
which can help attract future clients; and you’ll be much more 
likely to actually see your designs in use, which is great for
your portfolio.


