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Working at an in-house design center in a large corporation gave me a whole new perspective on the 

design industry. I came to realize that new products could not be launched without collaborating with other 

fields. Literally, I had to learn marketing, branding, engineering, and product development in addition to 

the design work I was paid to do. In this presentation, “Marrying off Industrial Design”, I can’t avoid talking 

about marketing and branding because, lately, the brands have a strong association with their design. 

M&A (Mergers and Acquisitions) in business have been very active. Especially because of the current 

global economic crisis, M&A can be one possible solution to survive in a tough market. The alliance of two 

brands creates very positive energy and benefits to customers, and not just for industrial design. When 

industrial design meets fine art, fashion, architecture, and jewelry, it opens new possibilities to all the 

design industries and new experiences to the customers. This has happened for several decades now. 

Lately, we see it more often and it is becoming a trend. The paper will cover a few successful design 

collaborations in the past. As society changes fast, collaboration has expanded and diversified. I will 

analyze the reasons for collaboration. Then, the elements of collaboration need to be acknowledged. 

Because of the popularity of collaboration everyone thinks that collaboration will be the perfect solution; 

however, there are several side effects that we have to think about carefully before beginning a 

collaboration with others. At the end, I will raise several larger questions about collaboration in the design 

industries. 

 

The automotive industry was the innovator in distinctive 

collaborations beginning in the 1970’s. Final touches 

from fashion and jewelry design appeared on the Lincoln 

V and VI in 1976 from Bill Brass, Cartier, Givenchy, and 

Pucci. Their designs made a strong statement - luxury, 

elegant and flagship. Competitively, American Motors partnered with Levi’s and launched the Gremlin 

Levi’s edition that featured a denim interior with copper rivets.  

 



In 1983, Eddie Bauer, the outdoor equipment 

company, married Ford in order to produce an 

Eddie Bauer premium package for the 1984 model 

year. The 1984 Ford Bronco II was the first Eddie 

Bauer premium trim package. The image was that 

of an adventurous and leading edge yet robust design. It featured high-quality tan fabric interior with 

Eddie Bauer stitches, and a premium stereo. It was the most luxurious Bronco II ever. When Ford 

launched Explorer and Expedition with the Eddie Bauer package they hit the market right on the money. 

Sixteen years after its premiere, PR Newswire in St. Louis announced, “Two Power Brands Create Sales 

Success: Ford Salutes Production of Millionth Eddie Bauer Vehicle.” In 1997, fourteen years after the 

Ford-Eddie Bauer marriage, Jeep announced its engagement to Orvis Company and launched the Grand 

Cherokee Orvis Edition. Too little, too late, it turned out. The marriage lasted only three years. According 

to Wikipedia, production numbers of the Orvis Editions are 10,020 in 1995, 2,341 in 1996, and 2,733 in 

1997 whereas Ford had millionth Eddie Bauer vehicle edition.   

 

People are changing: they want to see something different and to own something different from what 

others have. In order to meet the hundreds – no, thousands -- of kinds of customers’ desire, 

collaborations have diversified. We can classify them into four categories: technology, brand alliance, fine 

art, and non-fine art such as fashion or jewelry.  

 

Let’s take a look first at a technology collaboration. Audi and Bang & Olufsen (B&O) have had a great 

marriage. B&O provides Audi with its automobile sound systems. Although the sound system is a small 

component in the overall Audi design, the impact on Audi’s 

sales and reputation has been tremendous. B&O is fully 

responsible for not only designing audio components for a 

part of interior for the automobile but also developing high 

performance car audio systems for electrical engineering. 

B&O even provides Audi with training for the sound system. Because they take their responsibility 

seriously and perform flawlessly in their respective roles, those two brands outshine while others are 

struggling to survive. 

 

Brand alliance or co-branding, as it’s also called, is one of the big trends right now in business. You can 

find brand alliance everywhere, from airline food to athletic shoes. However, the relationship between 

Breitling and Bentley goes way beyond a co-branding 

relationship. Breitling has dedicated a full line of luxury 

watch for Bentley. You can grasp the sense of Bentley 



from “Breitling for Bentley.” Typically, other co-branding cases are temporary partnership. However, 

Breitling and Bentley have committed to a marriage for the foreseeable future.  

 

Traditionally, industrial designers have said that fine art is not design. A few years ago in Korea, however, 

the industrial designers at LG sought out a famous fine artist in Korea, Sang-Rhim Ha, known for flower 

painting, to collaborate on the exterior surfaces of home appliances. Of course, it was a 

risky project. Moreover, implementing her fine artwork was extremely challenging 

because the languages of art and that of industrial design are as different as, well, “Men 

Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus.” Despite the difficult process for LG designers 

and the artist, the translation of her work became one of the most desirable refrigerators 

among Korean housewives. LG fulfilled an unmet need among female consumers in 2007. 

LG designers discovered that when it comes to home appliances, women are the ultimate 

decision makers -- and they like flowers and shine. When the ART FLOWER refrigerator received the Red 

Dot 2007 award in Germany, floral patterns globally became a big trend. We can find floral pattern even in 

Germany, one of the most conservative design markets. Collaboration with one fine artist opened up a 

whole new possibility and perspective in product design.  

 

Design collaboration with other kind of artists occurs often in consumer electronics today. Fashion brands 

have been especially popular in design collaborations: Prada with LG cell phones, Armani with Samsung 

TV, and Hermes with the Smart car. Fashion brands and product design have in common the dynamic of 

purchasing and marketing 

strategy: consumer 

electronics have become one 

of the ways in which we 

express ourselves and 

differentiate from others, in the same way our clothes and accessories help us make a statement. You 

can also find the same phenomenon in small IT devices such as laptop computers, cell phones, and the 

iPod. 

 

There are many reasons to encourage collaboration. First, and most simply: that is what consumers and 

the market want. As I mentioned earlier, people are changing, and the marketplace is dynamic. In order to 

answer the needs of the market -– or to create new demands -- collaboration is efficient and innovative. 

 

A second reason is to penetrate a new target or market segment. 

Asus is known as a computer manufacturer, but it created a 

partnership with the Italian auto manufacturer Lamborghini to 



create high-end cell phones and laptops. Just listen in this ad for the Asus - Lamborghini VX5 notebook 

for the way it channels the attributes of a high-powered luxury sports car: 

 

• “Feel the Soul from Within” 

• “It is the superlative of avant-garde design, one that triggers the primeval senses for  

exhilaration and power.” 

• “Within the exquisitely designed chassis beats the heart of unrivalled power” 

• “Asus managed to design and produce not only a notebook, but more of an art-form.” 

 

The results are a well-executed design, and Asus received the IF Communication Design award in 2008. 

We don’t know what the price tag will be at this point. It is clear that Asus is trying to move into a higher 

market segment.  

 

A third reason for collaboration is to re-enforce brand loyalty. Breitling is a premier high-end timepiece 

brands, and Bentley is a British prestige automobile manufacturer. When they formed brand alliance and 

design collaboration, 

the brand value of 

each increased. 

“Breitling for 

Bentley” is a unique 

design, with many components of the watch design having a very close relationship with Bentley. “Bentley 

Motors T” falls into the sport watch design category. The design of its bezel comes from the dashboard of 

the Bentley, which features an alternating pattern of satin and brushed aluminum. You can see three 

raised engravings of legendary Bentleys, R-Type, GT, and Speed 6.  

 

Fourth, we all know that design adds value to the product. On top of the price of an Audi A8, you can pay 

an extra $7,800 to add a Bang & Olufsen sound system. It is not just about getting a quality sound system.  

You, the consumer, will have a perfect sound system and 

most important, the very distinctive and beautiful design that 

only B&O can deliver. Because of B&O’s reputation, people 

will know you have spent your money wisely on the best 

there is, both under the hood and inside the speakers.  

 

Lastly, everything I talked about falls into one bottom line: to increase corporate revenue. All of these 

collaborations create a more prestigious, more profitable product. When I talk about design collaboration, 

some of you might think that collaboration is some kind of magic bullet that can deliver better design and 



increase corporate revenue. But collaboration, like marriage, is not easy. I would like to point out three 

major issues. It will cost you a lot to recover if you overlook them.  

 

The most important thing is to establish a long-term design strategy between the two parties. You will not 

be able to succeed without this design road map. The design road map establishes that you need to 

create your own design methods, guides, and processes and it sets a level of design that you would like 

to reach. You know how to get to your local shopping mall on your own, but a map – or the GPS on your 

iPhone -- is essential when you travel across country.  

 

Second, communication is the key to design collaboration between two parties. When the two parties 

collide there are thousands of elements that need to be adjusted and refined in the design -- target, 

market segment, users’ life style, and design direction, just to name a few. When you have to deal with all 

those issues, effective communication is the key to make a perfect alignment between two parties. Many 

people in business describe collaboration as people’s real marriage. There are many common elements 

between collaboration and marriage. When two people with different values and perspectives decide to 

be united, we all know that how difficult it is in the real word. It is not hard to see why a lot of marriages 

fail. According to Martin Lindstrom, branding guru and author, half of the world's marriages break down, 

but 90 percent of brands fail to maintain their co-branding partnerships. Lack of communication between 

the parties causes inconsistent design direction and, when that happens, customers get confused. 

Although I would like to provide you with some examples, it would raise many sensitive issues to discuss 

them at length. However, I can talk about one example of bad communication that is also very famous for 

its poor design. Can you guess already?  Yes, it is the Aztec from Pontiac. Complete dissonance existed 

among the designers, product engineers, accountants, and marketing team. 

There were big three reasons why Aztec failed; poor design, uncompetitive 

performance, and wrong price range. It clearly shows us that they didn’t have 

good communication among the departments. Even within a company, 

communicating among the departments is complicated and difficult. Now, you 

can imagine how hard it would be when two completely different companies need to have flawless 

communication.  

 

The last issue to consider is the need to align identities and personalities between the two parties. 

Alignment of identities is similar to strategy but it is a broader concept; in fact, it can be the foundation for 

strategy. When the two parties have different personalities it would take too much energy and cost to align 

on one product. Also, it would be hard to penetrate the target segment; it 

would be like Wal-Mart selling Prada shoes. If you recall one of the ads from 

Breitling, it always appears with some type of airplane, which indicates 



precision, speed, and high performance. Bentley needs no explains about prestige, speed, and high 

performance. Whenever we think of either brands or design, one of those three words comes to mind. 

Also, they have great consistency in their designs so that the customer can expected the same level of 

design for their next design. Breitling and Bentley are the one of the greatest success for collaboration in 

design and branding among the competitors.   

 

We all are supposed to be aware of potential side effects before we take medication so we can take 

appropriate measures if they occur. We can decrease the chance of a faltering marriage if we learn how 

to communicate better. Similarly, we can decrease the chances of failure in collaboration by knowing 

some of the danger zones. The first is insubstantial modification. Typically, the products have only a few 

changes in color or pattern in printing, which is the easiest and cheapest way to differentiate from other 

products. Rather than making a real effort to improve or re-invent design, many 

insubstantial modification projects focus only on the marketing side. There are 

many of reasons for this – time, budget, regulation, tooling costs, and 

packaging issues. However, in the majority of cases, the parties look for collaborations after they have 

finished developing products to increase sales in an easy way.  

 

The second phenomenon follows from the first. Many cases are short-term alliances lasting less than a 

year. Because they didn’t have much collaboration from the very beginning, they tend to lose consistency. 

This increases the chances that the customer will get confused. It is like a chain reaction. Once there are 

many short-term projects without a design road map, it is easy to lose brand identity. Rather than being 

an opportunity for innovation in design, the short-term collaboration becomes simply a trend: “If you can 

do it, I can do it too,” which is a “me, too” strategy. If there is a leader, a follower will not be far behind. 

Once Ford had great success with Eddie Bauer, Jeep looked for collaboration that could compete with 

Ford. That’s how Grand Cherokee Orvis Edition was born in 1995. This type of phenomenon can be 

easily found in the market. It leads to defensive design, or bench marketing depending on where you 

stand. If you don’t have a design road map, the design will always be a follower’s design, never leading 

design. I can never emphasis enough the importance of a design road map.  

 

The last thing I would like to bring up here is a gray area, but a very distinctive phenomenon. It is about 

price. Typically, when two parties collaborate, their products have a very high price tag. 

How does this happen? The major goal is to attain high quality of details, finishing, 

and perfection because the companies know what the customers expect to see or the 

companies target only a certain market segment. Because of the fact that the 

customers demand more and more, the product that results can be overpriced. It is 

hard for me to say whether this is a side effect of collaboration or a marketing strategy. 



Smart and Hermes launched Smart Hermes Edition, Chanel designed Segway, and LG just launched 

Prada phone. They all have a high price tag aimed at certain high-end segments of the market.  

 

Now that I have discussed collaboration in design, I imagine several questions have arisen in your minds. 

Many of you might have been thinking about collaborating with other parties, but you’re not sure if 

collaboration would really improve design quality or deliver better output. I have mentioned a few 

examples that have been great successes in the market. At the same time, I have said that 90% of 

collaborations failed in any of these categories: marketing, branding, or design. 90%. To succeed or to 

survive in a tough market, intensive preparation and research are required before getting married to the 

other party. Of course, once the marriage has been established, maintaining a good relationship through 

communication is even more important than having preparation.  

 

Do we benefit from collaboration? Collaboration is like real people’s marriage. The biggest benefit – like 

the happy child produced from a good marriage – is the new product the two parties create. When two 

design languages fuse, new design elements are born, so that you have the best of both – but also 

something entirely new. For example, when you see the Prada Phone by LG, you feel not only Prada cool 

factor, but also LG’s identity in the use of advanced technology. That it is really what industrial designers 

should look for in the future. It is definitely a trend and I expect to see more of it. I don’t think that it would 

be the ideal for a creator to just borrow the alliance’s design language to increase sales revenue. I still 

believe that as industrial designers, it is one of our duties to absorb and learn the partners’ design 

elements and sublimate the design elements in a new form. 

 

I’ve already looked at the question, Why collaboration? And then, what do we have to look for if we 

consider collaboration?  Now it’s worth asking again, does collaboration really improve design quality 

deliver better output? Do we derive any benefits from collaboration? Is it really what the industrial 

designers should look for in the future? Although you have heard what I think, your perspective may be 

different from mine. However, whatever the answers, any kind of collaboration needs as its foundation 

“strong commitment.” Collaboration will succeed only if the two parties have a strong commitment. 

Otherwise, the marriage will break apart quickly. When a happily married couple has their first child, the 

happiness is enormous. In turn, the child keeps giving the parents happiness as it grows. One successful 

infusion between two parties will bring you not only higher sales revenue, but also a design genre that 

never existed before. You will be appreciated and the success will last long. 


