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To examine the logotype, let us consider a group of related
visual design terms, and their relationship(s) to each other:

corporate identity n.  Process whereby design elements of an
organization are utilized to maximum effect in order to com-
municate what it does and how it does it. Corporate identity
can embrace products, services, environments, and the means
of internal and external communications.

logotype n.  Letter or word formed into a distinctive and uni-
fied form. Can often provide the basis for a company trade-
mark, brand or corporate identity. Often abbreviated to “logo.”

pictogram/graph  n.  Pictorial sign that depicts a simplified
representation of a particular object or activity.

symbol  n.  Letter or sign designed to represent an activity,
idea or object. Symbols can be pictorial or abstract and can be
utilized within a cultural, social, political or commercial con-
text. Effective symbols work across national boundaries.

trademark  n.  Identification device, in the form of a symbol or
logotype, used to identify and/or unify the products/services
provided by a particular manufacturer or supplier.

(from: The Thames and Hudson Encyclopaedia of Graphic
Design and Designers (World of Art Series), by Isabella and
Alan Livingston, New York: Thames + Hudson, 1992)

Such an examination quickly points us toward further, relat-
ed terms, found in a typical English language dictionary:

connote  v. 1. To suggest or imply in addition to literal mean-
ing. 2. To have as a related condition.

denote v. 1. To mark, indicate.  2. To signify directly; refer to
specifically.  Usage: In speaking of words, denote is used to
indicate the thing it conventionally names, whereas connote
indicates the images or associations it evokes.

identity  v. 1. The collective aspect of the … characteristics
by which a thing is definitively recognizable or known.…
3. Quality or condition of being the same as something else.

mean  v. 1a. To be defined as; denote.  1b. To act as a symbol
of; represent.  2. To intend to convey or indicate.  3. To have as
a consequence.  4. To be of a specified importance.

represent v. 1. To stand for; symbolize.  2. To depict; portray.
3. To describe (a person or thing) as having a specified quality.

sign  n.  1. Something that suggests the existence of a fact,
condition or quality.  2. Act or gesture used to convey an idea.
3. Posted notice bearing a designation, direction or command.

signify  v. 1. To denote, mean.  2. To make known, signal.  
3. To be significant, matter.

(from: The American Heritage Dictionary, Fourth Edition
(pprbk), New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2001)

Logotype design begins with research. 

Questions include:
What kind of individual or organization is this? 
What kinds of services or products do they offer the public?
What do their competitor’s logotypes look like? 
Who is their target audience? 
What kind of environment/context do they function in? 

Answers to such questions begin to “paint a picture” of an
individual or organization. A visual designer tries to capture the
essence of that picture, as a logotype and/or identity system.

Three basic goals for a typical logotype include:
• an accurate marketing image
• visual balance and cohesion
• symbolic meaning

A logotype’s success can be measured by how easily it is
recognized and understood by one or more groups of people. 

Reasons for modifying or redesigning a logotype include:
• change of entity (i.e., partnership, merger, new leadership)
• change of market direction (i.e., private to wholesale to retail)
• change of financial status (i.e., bankruptcy, reorganization)
• change of scope (i.e., local to regional to global)
• change of services (i.e., addition or deletion)

Logotypes involve: particular typeface/s, style/s, weight/s and
size/s. Logotypes are designed to be reproduced in: specific
color/s and place/s, with/without other design elements. Logos
and logotypes often incorporate: graphic symbol/s in addition
to letterforms and/or typographic elements.

Basics to consider when designing a logotype:
• how will it be displayed?
• how will it be reproduced?
• how large (and what kind) of an audience must it reach?
• how long will it remain in use?
• how will the individual or organization change over time?

Logotypes may utilize:
• pictograms, or visual puns (i.e., the logotype for Shell Oil
Company looks like a common seashell); 
• multiple meanings (i.e., the Nike swoosh might constitute a
visual depiction of speed, or the wing of the ancient god,
Mercury, or a check mark);
• relative or complete abstraction (i.e., financial institutions and
global corporations often employ abstract logotypes in order to
appeal to a wide variety of people and not confine their mes-
sage(s) or the nature of their service(s) or product(s)).

Other design considerations might include:
• figure/ground relationship (i.e., is it balanced? dynamic?)
• interactive potential (i.e., does it solicit involvement?)
• uniqueness (i.e., does it “stand out from the crowd”?)
• reproduction (i.e., does it work in black or in color?)

U T-A U ST I N  |  JO U R NA L I S M  |  J 3 36  V I S UA L  DE S I G N  |  M C K I NN E Y  |  HA ND O UT  |  20 0 4 - 2 0 05  |  PA GE  1


