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Abstract: Design of a branded product requires an effective understanding of how the 
consumers perceive and make sense of products and the brand. Kansei Engineering is an 
approach that takes the consumers perception and emotions into account through the Kansei 
words and provides information about the relation between perceptual concepts and physical 
properties of the product. However, the consumer perception related to non-physical aspect of the 
products (such as brand association) is not considered in the KE approach. This paper introduces 
the “branded product emotion framework” to help an understanding of the relation between brand 
image and Kansei concepts. According to this framework the consumer emotional responses to a 
new branded product can be evoked by consumers’ perception of the physical properties of that 
specific product (Kansei), by the associations to the brand and by the association to the product 
class. The objective of the framework is helping to achieve a better analysis of the factors that are 
contributing to generate or affect the emotions and evaluations that consumers make of a branded 
product and reduce the risk of overlooking those emotions that brand elicits without the 
intermediation of the product. The frameworks is helpful in the design process of branded product 
in which the members of the design team, especially product designers and engineering designers, 
should collaborate and communicate around the brand value and the Kansei concepts to justify the 
design decisions and implement these concepts into a new product. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In today’s market, product success is determined by consumer satisfaction that is achieved by 
satisfying the consumer needs (Smith & Smith, 2012) and taste. Beyond technical performances 
the visual attributes of products attract consumers and entice them to inspect a product more 
closely and consider a purchase (Seva & Helander, 2009). Companies, that are able to provoke 
certain emotional responses through the product appearance and to create a bond between 
consumers and the product, gain competitive advantages on the market and increase their product 
success. 

Brand is an identifier of the products of a company amongst others. It is a factor that influences 
strongly the choices for consumers. Brand simplifies purchasing decisions, offers quality assurance 
and reduces perceived risks involved in the purchase (Karjalainen, 2003) and therefore contributes 
to elicit emotional responses from the consumer. Companies use design to create brand 



recognition (Karjalainen & Snelders, 2010) and also to make consumers feel more attached to 
products (Aaker, 1996). 

It is challenging to make sure that the consumer perceptions of the physical properties of a 
branded product (e.g. color, shape, material, surface texture) do not conflict with the emotional 
responses that the brand company initially intended. The difficulty for companies is first to 
understand the factors contributing to the generation of emotional responses by consumers when 
they face a new branded product and second to establish links between product properties and the 
consumer perceptions.  

To address these difficulties many studies have been carried out on how consumers perceive 
and make sense of products (Blijlevens, 2009; Crilly, et al., 2004; Crilly, 2011; Petiot & Yannou, 
2004) and on how the consumer emotions are affected by a product. The objective of these studies 
was to provide designers with useful information about the “side-effect” of their product design 
decisions on the way consumers will emotionally respond to the product. This information can help 
designers both in anticipating (and avoiding) the unwanted emotional responses and in stimulating 
the intended emotional response to make better products (Desmet & Hekkert, 2009).  

Kansei Engineering (KE) takes consumer feelings and emotions into account through the Kansei 
(Japanese for emotional or affective) words and helps the product designers to find out what the 
design concept should or should not include to respond to the consumer feelings. For example the 
relationship between the different coloured areas and the aesthetic degree of the product 
(influenced by the coloured components and display angles) can be studied by KE approach 
(Hsiao et al., 2008). KE has been widely applied from measuring the product experience in food 
industry (Kang & Satterfield, 2009) and packaging (Barnes et al., 2008) to the design of 
E-commerce website for visualizing the information (Lokman & Noor, 2006).  

Kansei concepts refer to perceptual concepts and the semiotics that are used to express 
consumer perceptions of products. For the branded products both Kansei concepts and brand 
values generate emotional responses, but the relation between brand values and Kansei concepts 
needs to be clarified. 

This paper develops the “branded product emotion framework” to help an understanding of the 
relation between brand image and Kansei concepts. After a literature review on the models that 
address the product emotion and consumers perception, we present our model and explain it using 
some examples.  

 

Literature review 
In literature two different approaches take consumer emotions into account: theory-based and 

pragmatic-based approaches. The theory-based approaches aim to provide insights to facilitate the 
study of emotional responses by characterizing the emotion elicitation process (Desmet & Hekkert, 
2007) and modeling how consumers perceive and experience a product (Crilly et al., 2008; Crilly et 
al., 2004; Warell, 2008). For example Desmet’s model of product emotion (Desmet, 2003; 
Desmet and Hekkert, 2007) presents four main parameters that contribute to the eliciting process 
of emotions: appraisal, concern, product and emotion. The main assumption of this model is that 
the emotional responses are the result of an appraisal process in which people appraise (i.e. 
evaluate) a product based on their concerns (i.e. the points of reference in the appraised process 
that can match or mismatch a product). For example the reason of attractiveness of an umbrella for 
a person can be due to his/her concern for staying dry. 



The Visual product experience (VPE) of Warell (2008) is inspired by the basic product emotion 
model of Desmet and provides a model for perceptual and visual product experience. In VPE 
model the product experience is composed of sensorial, cognitive and affective modes.  

Crilly et al., (2004) propose a framework for the consumer response to the visual form of 
product, using the basic element of Shannon theory of communication (Shannon, 1948). In the 
model of Crilly et al. (2004), the design process is seen as a process of communication in which 
the intention of the designer or the design team is embedded in the product. The product is 
perceived by the consumers within an environment. This perception leads to cognitive, affective 
and behavioral responses, where cognitive response is composed of aesthetic, semantic and 
symbolic aspects. Response to the design message takes place within the consumer’s culture 
context. 

The pragmatic-based approaches aim to identify and capture the direct link between the 
consumers emotional responses and the product properties (Desmet & Hekker, 2002; Nagamachi, 
1995). Many of pragmatic-based approaches rely on verbal and non-verbal questionnaires such as 
the classic Kansei Engineering approach (Nagamachi, 1995). Alternative techniques such as facial 
expression coding and infrared thermography (Jenkins et al., 2009) are also helpful to capture 
emotional responses. Desmet (2002) use a non-verbal self-reporting approach that is implemented 
in a software called product motion measure (PrEmo). 

Although these approaches are very useful to understand the factors contributing to the 
emotional responses (theory-based approaches) and help to build links between the consumer 
perception and physical properties (pragmatic-based approaches), they do not provide a clear 
insight into the relation between emotional responses to the brand and to the consumer perception 
of the physical product.  

There are a few studies that have addressed brand as a distinct element that affects the 
interpretation and sense making of the physical product properties by consumers. For example the 
relation between brand strategy and product design has been addressed in “semantic 
transformation” proposed by (Karjalainen 2004). This model describes how qualitative brand 
descriptions, that are transformed into value-based design features, generate the intended 
meaning of products (Figure 1). This allows for an in-depth analysis of how a design can 
communicate the brand message. The model suggests a triadic relationship among a  perceptible 
object, for example a design feature, shape, color, referred to by Karjalainen as Representament, 
an Object (of reference, brand value), and an Interpretant (for example the user).  

 

Figure 1: The R-O-I framework for the analysis of Brand references in Design 

According to this model, the product can have elements (or features) that create association and 
link the product to brand values. Likewise, the brand values (and their representations in different 
products) affect the interpretation of the product elements (Karjalainen 2010). But from the model 
the relation between brand values and Kansei concepts are not clear.  



Some other researches have looked at the brand values and Kansei concepts (in generation of 
emotional responses) using the Kansei Engineering (KE) approach. As the original KE approach 
did not explicitly consider the brand values, the researchers have adopted a method to link the 
brand values to Kansei words. For example Barnes et al. (2008), Dong, Xie, & Ding (2010) and 
Kongprasert (2010) use a hierarchy of words so that each ‘high level’ Kansei word is described by 
some other ‘low level’ words until they are related to a physical property (see Figure 2). The brand 
values are taken into account for the Kansei word selection and the highest level is held by the 
brand values.  

 

 

Figure 2: Kansei Engineering flow, Nagamachi 2002 

In such a hierarchical structure of words (as shown in Figure 2) the high level concepts (brand 
values) can be assured if the lower level concepts (Kansei words) are met by the physical 
properties. For example consider a car company that wants to communicate its brand value and 
creates the brand image in the minds of consumers as “dynamic”. Dynamic image can be achieved 
by creating a “tight feeling” and “speedy feeling” for consumers of the car. The tight feeling can be 
generated through specific physical properties such as size and height in the design of the car.  
This affects the design of internal product components to achieve that specific size to generate a 
tight feeling and create a dynamic image for the brand.   

The risk involved in such a method is that it may lead to overlook those emotions that brand 
elicits which are not intermediate in the product.  

Kansei is concerned with the perceptions coming from the product itself. We argue that the 
emotion related to the brand should be differentiated from the emotion related to the product 
perception.  

It has been well established that products generate emotive responses. These emotional 
responses are influenced by the product class as well as the association that users make with the 
brand, based on personal beliefs, values and emotions toward the brand. 

For example see Figure 3 for “feminine PUMA sport shoe”. The product is “feminine” not 
“masculine”. The culture and the user’s background are very important in this interpretation. The 
perception of “feminine” of the shoe varies with cultures and through the ages. The “PUMA” brand 
can be recognized from the logo or the red line on the shoe. A direct association to the brand such 
as previous experiences with other PUMA products can generate emotive responses (i.e. it is a 
“PUMA” shoe not any shoe). Furthermore the class of the product generates feeling about the 
expected function (i.e. a “sport” shoe). 



 

Figure 3: Example the emotional responses to a branded product 

 

Framework for branded product emotions 
In order to better understand the relation between brand and Kansei we presents a framework 

(Figure 4) inspired from the “Visual Product Experience (VPE)” model of (Warell 2008) and 
Desmet’s model of product emotion (Desmet 2003, Desmet and Hekkert 2007) as well as the 
“Semantic Transformation” model of (Karjaleinan 2004) described before.  

 

Figure 4: Framework of new branded product emotions 

 

According to this model the consumers emotional responses to a new branded product can be 
evoked by the consumers perception of the physical properties of that specific product, by the 
associations to the brand and by the association to the product class. In addition, according to 
(Crilly et al., 2008) factors such as the consumers’ cultural background, beliefs, values and 
personalities are also important to be taken into account, because these affect their emotional 



responses. 

In this model Kansei concepts are semantic words to describe the consumers perception of 
product’s physical properties such as shape, weight, specific features or its packaging.  

Product class is the label for all the products with the same core functionality (e.g. all the sport 
shoes, all the mobile phones). Products that are grouped in the same class share typical basic 
elements and similar functions. They may have variations of color, shape or brand name. The 
product class elicits emotional responses through the expectation it creates in the mind of 
consumers and through the evaluation of the new product compared to other products that perform 
the same or comparable functionality or have similar elements. The range of products grouped in 
the same class is dependent on how broad the definition is. For example for foot wear products, a 
product class may include sport shoes whereas a broader classification may include all type of 
sport and party shoes as well as slippers.  

The consumers emotional responses can be generated through the attachments users have to 
brand and their experience of previous products of the same brand. It can be related to the image 
that consumers have of the brand personality, the organization and what the brand symbolizes for 
consumers (for example the feeling of buying and using the best).  

When the consumer perception of physical properties of product aligns with the emotional 
responses to the brand value, the brand values and the brand’s image is reinforced in consumer’s 
mind. For example if honesty is a brand value (Figure 5), a large clear window on a plastic bag that 
shows the actual product, is a visual indicator that the product and the brand are trustworthy and 
honest (Kang & Satterfield, 2009). 

 
Figure 5: Intersection, reinforcement of brand image and Kansei concepts 

However consumers perception of a product (Kansei concepts) is not always necessarily aligned 
with what the brand intends to communicate (see Figure 6). For example “modernity” might not be 
the intended brand image that a DVD-player manufacturing company wants to create. But a 
DVD-player that is angular, metallic-looking and is made of a smooth material is perceived as 
modern (Blijlevens 2009).  



 

Figure 6: Example where Kansei and brand values are not aligned 

When Kansei (consumer perception of the product) and the intended emotional responses that 
the brand company wants to create do not align, the product perception and the brand image can 
either complement or contradict each other. For example a brand that conveys the value of 
“prestige” and lacks the “modernity”, can gain “modernity” by introducing products that have 
modern design.  

It is especially challenging when consumer perception of the product properties and the brand 
image coming from other aspects of brand value are incompatible and contradict each other. This 
will cause difficulties for consumers to form an image of product and brand and will negatively 
affect their attitude towards the brand (Rompay, Pruyn, & Tieke, 2009). 

The case of complementing or contradicting emotional responses may also happen when some 
properties of the product do not share the functionalities expected from the product class. For 
example as it is shown in Figure 7, high heels are not expected for a product in sport shoe class 
(or shoes grouped in party shoe class are not expected to carry sport looking). This kind of 
products sends a mixed message that leads to ambiguity for assigning the product to a product 
class. In psychology literature the term “cognitive dissonance” is used to describe the feeling of 
discomfort resulting from two conflicting beliefs (or perceptions).  

 

Figure 7: Example where the perception of product class and the Kansei are not aligned 

 

Sometimes the emotional response arising from the product class might be in conflict with the 
emotional response coming from the brand value. For example “rigidity” is the intended image that 
the Tecnifibre brand tries to communicate to consumers (Figure 8). Rigidity is embedded in the 



“inflexible” structure of Tecnifibre tennis rackets. However, the design of a tennis bag implies 
“flexibility” coming from the product class of sport bags. This requires a design solution that 
incorporates both “flexibility” and “rigidity” in the product. 

 
Figure 8: Example of when brand value and the product class are not aligned  

 

Discussion 
Like other theory-based approaches, our ‘branded products emotion model’ provides insights 

and understanding to analyze the factors that are contributing to generate or affect the emotions 
and evaluations that consumers make of a branded product.  

Once the relation between brand image and Kansei concepts are clarified, the important point to 
consider is that for the design of a branded product, the members of the design team, especially 
the product designers and the engineering designers, should collaborate and communicate 
together to implement the brand value and the Kansei concepts into the new product throughout 
the design process.  

Appling the brand knowledge in the design of a new product is an intuitive process. The 
communication of such tacit and implicit knowledge is difficult. Likewise the knowledge related to 
consumer perception and Kansei is also tacit. Although Kansei Engineering can provide input 
information and to some extent make this knowledge explicit by linking emotions and perceptions 
to physical properties of product, the implication of such knowledge in the design of a new product 
is not entirely evident. For example, Kansei concepts are context dependent. The meaning of “soft” 
changes from one product to other and it is difficult to say that there is an absolute link between for 
example the “rounded shape” and the “soft impression” in different products. The communication of 
Kansei concepts among the members of the design team is difficult because Kansei concepts are 
subjective. The subjective nature of Kansei concepts means that different people have different 
interpretations, which gives room for ambiguity.  

In addition to the challenges related to the communication of brand values and Kansei concepts, 
general factors contributing to a potential communication breakdown among the design team 
should be considered. This includes different sets of principles, goals and training (Pei et al. 2010), 
thus different viewpoints on the design of the product (Bucciarelli, 1994). The use of different 
design representations expressing different types of information (Eckert & Clrakson, 2004) and 
different technical languages (jargons)  (Eckert & Stacey, 2001) are also challenging. The impact 
of a company’s organization and configuration (e.g. locations of design department and 
engineering department, task definition of each department, chronologic order of activities etc.), 
could also act as barriers.  



 

Conclusion  
This paper presents a model of the emotional responses of consumers to a new branded 

product. In summary, the purpose of using particular shapes, curves, colours or elements in the 
design of a new product can be related to the intention of communicating the brand value and 
foster the brand image in the minds of consumers or to create recognition.  The design decisions 
can be also related to the intention of generating emotions and perception related to a specific 
product (Kansei concepts).  It is important that physical properties of the product do not generate 
contradicting Kansei and brand-related emotions. Furthermore, consumers emotional responses to 
a branded product might not be generated only due to its physical properties, but also due to the 
consumers’ understanding of the brand in general and due to the evaluations of the product class. 
The consumers’ cultural background, personality and beliefs are also contributing to how they 
perceive and emotionally respond to products.   

The model provides the basis for future studies by raising interesting questions about how to 
identify and manage the compatibility and potential contradiction of brand image and product 
perception. It is important to understand the brand evolution and its future objectives defined by 
brand developers, and consider these objectives in the design of new products. For example if the 
objective of the brand company is to communicate a new value to the consumers, the design of all 
the new series of its products need to embody the new value. 
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