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Introduction 
 
This research was conducted for a sponsored partnership between academia and industry with the intent 
to leverage the unique data collection methods explored within academia. The methods developed and 
utilized for the redesign of a gasoline-powered generator offer an example of how academic units may 
customize their service offerings to best satisfy the educational needs of students and faculty while 
providing truly innovative solutions for a client. The methodology described herein offers a unique yet 
adaptable approach to exploring the formal and experiential product attributes that shape and inform 
product personality and brand DNA.  
 
Product Experience, Personality, and Brand DNA 
 
The increasing demand for more experiential products and brands has forced industries to rethink and re-
conceptualize their current approaches to new product development. Standard methods used to 
understand consumer response must equally become more sophisticated.  
 
Brand Experience versus Product Experience 
 
The socioeconomic shift from a commodity base to an experience base has forced companies to find 
ways of embedding experiences into their products in order to satisfy the modern consumer and their 
experiential needs (Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Zastrow, 2003). Stan Rapp, CEO of New York–based McCann 
Relationship Marketing Worldwide, states that, “brand experience directly affects the relationship between 
company and consumer and contributes to the long-term value of business” (Quarry, 2002). Daryl Travis 
(2000), author of Emotional Branding, states that, “The brand simply becomes nothing more than an 
artifact that points the way to an experience.” In order to define that “experience,” Pine and Gilmore 
(1999) state that, “Experiences are events that engage individuals in a personal way.” They go on to point 
out that: 
 
 “Most product designers focus primarily on the internal mechanics of the good itself: how it performs. 
What if the attention centered instead on the individual’s use of the good? The focus would then shift to 
the user: how the individual performs while using the good.”   
 
Here, Pine and Gilmore reference the responsibility of the product designer with regards to how 
consumers interact with products and suggest a refocus from functional benefits to experiential benefits. 
Noted author Bernd Schmitt, regarding modern consumers, states, “What [consumers] want [are] 
products, communications and marketing campaigns that dazzle their senses, touch their hearts and 
stimulate their minds” (Quarry, 2002). As consumers seek more experiential products and services, 
companies will need to find ways to establish greater brand equity through highly sophisticated products 
that speak to their consumer’s emotional needs (Pine & Gilmore 1999; Travis, 2000; Schmitt, 1999). 
Regarding the product experience Patrick Jordan (2000) writes: 
 
“A product can be defined by its properties. Properties can be either formal or experiential. Formal 
product properties are those that can be objectively measured or that have a clear and fairly 
unambiguous definition within the context of design. Experiential properties, meanwhile, are those that 
are defined in the context in which the product exists and of the views, attitudes, and expectations of the 
people experiencing the product.”  
 
Jordan refers to the specific attitudes that motivate as well as confirm product choice based on consumer 
needs that are grounded in both the experience of the product and the formal properties of the product. In 
short, consumer experiences as a result of a product or brand can be seen as sensorial in nature and 
consumers have specific experience or sensory needs (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Studies regarding the 



assignment of personalities to products have been essential in the understanding of the ‘experiential 
properties’ of products (Jordan, 2000). 
 
Personality Assignment 
 
There are definite emotional ties between consumers and products (Norman, 2000). These emotional ties 
weigh heavily on the brands of products and are often influenced by consumer experiences. Travis (2000) 
states that, “It’s possible for a product to get over the facts of its performance without giving you the 
feeling for it. But if a product communicates mechanically without involving you emotionally, it will stay a 
product rather than becoming a brand.” The emotions evoked by products are directly influenced by the 
individual personalities of their brands. Jennifer Aaker (1997) states that brand personality “refers to the 
set of human characteristics associated with a brand.” Aaker goes on to say “it is argued that the 
symbolic use of brands is possible because consumers often imbue brands with human personality 
traits.” A product’s “personality” can be seen as its experiential properties (Jordan, 2000). 
 
Several studies exist regarding product personality assignment. Lenau and Boelskifte (2004) tested 
“sensory and symbolic product attributes” using words in order to delineate product character and 
personality. Additional studies (Jordan, 1997) used specific words in order to assign personalities to 
products and concluded that there was evidence that individuals perceive the personalities of products in 
similar ways (Green & Jordan, 2002). Studies regarding the assignment of personalities to products have 
been essential in the understanding of the “experiential properties” of products and how these are 
associated with the “formal properties” of products (Jordan, 2000). 
 
Product personality assignment leads to a better understanding of the “formal properties” of a product—
otherwise referred to as its form, color, material, and texture. The ultimate goal of product personality 
assignment within this study focused on developing a better understanding of the associations that 
generator users place on the formal properties of a particular generator brand in order to aid in the 
construction of its brand DNA. 
 
The Brand DNA Metaphor 
 
The popularity of genetic research has lead to the use of the DNA metaphor in the field of design. Out of 
the variety of metaphors for the relationship between products and brands emerges the “brand DNA” 
metaphor (Upshaw, 1997; Kapferer, 1998; Marsden, 2000; Gad, 2001; Greenberg, 2003). Thomas Gad, 
in 4-D Branding, writes of the “genetic programming that creates brands” which he refers to as “Brand 
Codes.” Gad (2001) states that the Brand Code is equivalent to business DNA and by establishing it, one 
can “futurize” a brand. Kapferer (1998) states that “[a] brand is both the memory and the future of its 
products.” Kapferer (1998, p. 53) goes on to state that the analogy of brand with genetic memory or 
codes is “central to understanding how brands function.” Brand DNA can be defined as the words and 
perceptions of users contained in memory over time (Greenberg, 2003; Marsden, 2000). The brand DNA 
metaphor not only references the user or consumer’s involvement in the brand and product relationship, it 
also alludes to a dynamic evolving entity that lives and adapts to its environment. 
 
Personality-Driven Product Development 
 
A sponsored-research project offers a remarkable opportunity to explore product personality and brand 
DNA with a client who appreciates the value that research can bring to the product development process. 
In this case, the client was Sycamore Professional LLC, a company that manufactures portable gasoline 
powered generators and was interested in exploring how research and design could evolve both their 
brand and product offerings. The team assembled to address this challenge included two faculty co-
primary investigators (one from industrial design, the other from applied psychology), a Ph.D. student as 
research manager, and a design team of four graduating industrial design students.  
 
The objective for the project was to research generator users in the client’s target market to better 
understand user expectations towards the brand and its brand’s emphasis through the physical attributes 



of the product form. The ultimate goal of the project was to develop a generator design that fulfilled user 
expectations in terms of usability, functional performance, styling, and, most importantly, brand appeal.  
 
Within the guiding framework of product personality, the team explored multiple methods to generate data 
that would inform the design process. In addition to surveys, interviews and user observations, the 
research and design team spent much of the initial research phase trying to understand user attitudes 
and perceptions of the existing gasoline generator and sought more experimental methods to do this. 
 
Concept Naming 
 
The unique method of concept naming (Takamura, 2005; Takamura, 2007) was utilized in order to study 
how consumers transcribe product attributes into their individual perceptions of the brand. Concept 
naming is a derivation of what Jordan (2000) refers to as product personality assignment, in which 
respondents are asked to assign personalities to a specific product or set of products. The concept-
naming method asks respondents to assign personalities in the form of words, specifically adjectives, to 
particular areas or locations on a product rather than just the entire product. This was done to facilitate 
the development of a product character vocabulary that could be used as a reference for respondent 
attitudes towards the physical attributes (formal properties) of a product, namely the product’s form, color, 
material, texture, details, and the brand. The concept-naming method (Takamura 2005; Takamura 2007) 
offers a more granular extraction of consumer attitudes and perceptions of a product and brand by 
offering consumers the opportunity to directly assign personalities to the individual aspects, details, and 
components of a physical product or environment. 
 
Participants recruited for this exercise included firefighters, art fair retailers, consumers at a major home 
improvement store, facilities and maintenance workers from a variety of industries, and construction crew 
leaders and workers. Participants were offered a cash incentive for their participation. In the concept-
naming exercise, respondents received pens and sticky notepads and were asked to place adjectives or 
short, descriptive statements on specific areas on the gasoline generator in order to give personalities to 
each part on the product (Figure 1). Where necessary, this process was facilitated by the investigators 
(i.e., to ensure that specific features were addressed or to clarify the meaning of chosen words). The 
words used by respondents were later extrapolated and used to construct the core product personality or 
brand DNA. The user-personality assignments in the exercise encompassed, but were not limited to, 
specific dials and gauges, various switches and knobs, electrical plugs, gas tank, gas cap, overall frame, 
handles, wheels, instructions on the generator, and branded plates on the body. If a participant had a 
very specific area or component of the generator that they wished to give a personality to they were 
encouraged to do so by the investigators. 
 
The data for each session was captured through digital photography, recorded, and coded for analysis. 
The results, as seen in Figure 1, were several images of sticky notes with many words and short phrases 
to analyze for content per participant (n = 25). 
 

   
Figure 1. Concept-naming personality assignment exercise. 
 



Personality Posters 
 
The creation of unique visualization methods helped to better discern the emerging patterns within the 
collected data. Word lists and concept-naming posters visually depicted the data resulting from the 
concept-naming exercise (Takamura, 2005; Takamura, 2007). The graphic layout of these words into 
posters allowed for the matching up of words to physical locations on the product. Once several posters 
were completed and compared, they aided in the visualization of data patterns. Large master posters 
were also created in order to capture and compare all the data on a single page. The various sides of the 
generator (excluding the underside) were placed on separate sheets along with all the words used in the 
study to give personalities to parts and areas on the product indicated by arrows (Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2. Concept-naming personality assignment sheets (one participant). 
 

Results: Data Visualization 
 
The primary goal of the research endeavor was to better understand how consumers perceive the 
physical attributes of a product and how they assign brand meaning to those attributes. This data was 
generated and analyzed to identify the key opportunity spaces for design of a new generator that 
embodied a newly created brand experience.  
 
Concept-Naming and Personality Posters 
 
The results of the Concept-Naming and Personality Posters exercise were aggregated into one final 
image for each view (excluding underside) of the generator (Figure 3). These images offer a macro 
perspective of the generator personality. This activity was augmented by the additional data from the 
surveys. This preliminary analysis of raw data gave way to the equivalencing exercise described in 
section 5. These posters also allowed us to define and address the common problem areas as identified 
by users.  
 



 
Figure 3. Aggregated concept-naming personality poster for side open view. 
 

Brand DNA to Fuel Redesign 
 
The analysis of the concept-naming personality assignment data led to the construct of word clusters 
formed by word equivalencing. The formula shown in Figure 4 was used to calculate the 2-dimensional 
ratios of each of the word clusters in order to visualize the data. The number of words within each cluster 
determined their relative size as shown in Figure 5. Twenty-five (25) words relating to “rugged” comprised 
the largest of the clusters, followed by nineteen (19) words relating to “accessible,” nineteen (19) words 
relating to “easy,” eight (8) words relating to “convenient,” and five (5) words relating to “friendly.”  
 

 
Figure 4. Concept-naming cluster diagram formula. 
 



  
Figure 5. Concept-naming personality assignment word clusters. 
 

In order to allow the design team to better visualize these word clusters, a three-dimensional brand DNA 
molecule was constructed based on the word cluster diagram (Figure 6). The three-dimensional quality of 
the brand DNA molecule helped to depict the relative weight and importance of each cluster to one 
another without changing the relative proportions of the original 2-dimensional clusters. The brand DNA 
molecule construct also helped to depict the relative influence or “molecular attraction” between each 
cluster, denoting the weak and strong forces of attraction between the elements and their relative 
proximity.  
 

 
Figure 6. Concept-naming personality assignment DNA molecule. 
 

The design team then used the brand DNA molecule as the basis to fuel their design concepts for the 
generator redesign. It was understood by the design team that all aesthetic and functional concepts for 
the redesign had to fit the DNA molecule. In other words all redesign concepts had to have the same 
proportion of “rugged” to “accessible” to “easy” to “convenient” to “friendly” quality as described in the 
brand DNA molecule. An example of such design conceptualization is illustrated in Figure 7. In essence 
the DNA molecule functioned as a design/brand filter for all concepts generated during the design phase 
to ensure that the work remained on task and consistent with the data from the user studies. 
 

 



Figure 7. Sample generator sketch from preliminary design phase. 
 

Avenues for Future Research 
 
At the conclusion of this project, we identified three primary areas that merit further investigation: 
methodology, design research and design process, and industry/academia partnerships. The preliminary 
steps taken to refine this methodology in the context of the described project offer multiple opportunities 
for its application to other projects in product and brand development. 
 
Methodology: Personality Driven Product Development 
 
We believe there are many opportunities to develop the methodology described herein. The methods 
utilized in this study have been explored in the context of generator use and audio and information 
technology products (Takamura, 2005; Takamura, 2007). Given the context-specific nature of these data 
generation and analysis tools, there is potential for the personality driven approach to be applied to other 
products as well as environments. Furthermore, the use of visual data to fuel the research process seems 
particularly noteworthy for research in design, an arena that depends heavily on visual information. As 
product development continues to emphasize the value of brand experience as communicated through 
product design and use, the brand DNA metaphor offers enlightening avenues of exploration of how to 
inject brand essence into both formal and experiential product properties. The concept-naming method 
(Takamura, 2005; Takamura, 2007) presented in this paper is a unique and valuable tool and it is offered 
as a method for adaptation and use in future studies for the visualization of brand DNA towards 
personality driven product development. 
 
Design Research and Design Process 
 
As most design researchers would (hopefully) agree there exist a number of methods and methodologies 
that can be borrowed from the social sciences and other disciplines of inquiry and adapted for use in 
design research. Though we may struggle to identify and defend the choice and implementation of 
research techniques, there is great promise in the potential of designing methods specifically for product 
development research that utilize appropriate techniques from other fields. The methods used for this 
study are a case in point and demonstrate the influence of design research on the design process and the 
potential to use design process for the development of research methods that explore brands and 
products. 
 
Industry/Academia Collaboration 
 
Finally, we believe this study demonstrates an emerging trend in how to design and implement 
collaboration between universities and industry sponsors. This case likewise demonstrates that industries 
can look to academia for newer approaches in new product development through the lens of cutting edge 
research methods. The case presented here also describes how an academic unit can incentivize 
industry partnership through development of client-specific design research, brand, and product 
development offerings. As design educators seek to minimize the gap between education and practice, 
the methodology described herein provides a successful example of how to customize academic offerings 
to best serve industry needs in pursuit of truly innovative partnerships that grow the knowledge base both 
of academic units and students, as well as the clients they hope to serve. It is our firm belief that design 
departments of universities will continue to be looked to in the future by industry as an alternative avenue 
for new product development due to their resources and their position as leaders in innovative design 
research and the new research methods developed as a result of such innovation. 
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