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Abstract
The article raises theoretical and methodological issues. Polish textbooks and studies on public rela-
tions have been discussing the issue of ‘Corporate Identity’ (CI) for at least 25 years, pointing out that 
one of the components of this construct is visual identity (Visual Identifi cation System – VIS). A uni-
fi ed, model approach to this issue has also been developed. The article presents doubts regarding the 
model proposed in public relations textbooks and proposes a diff erent approach to this issue based 
on the theory and practice of graphic design. The theory and practice of graphic design more clearly 
separates the functions of CI (building the organization’s identity) from public relations (a component 
of the organization’s communication activities).

Streszczenie
Artykuł dotyczy kwestii teoretyczno-metodycznych. W polskich podręcznikach i opracowaniach dotyczących pu-
blic relations od co najmniej 25 lat porusza się kwestię „Corporate Identity” (CI) wskazując, że jedną ze składo-
wych tego konstruktu jest tożsamość wizualna (System Identyfi kacji Wizualnej - SIW). Ukształtowało się też 
jednolite ujęcie tego zagadnienia. Artykuł przedstawia wątpliwości dotyczące modelu proponowanego w podręcz-
nikach public relations i proponuje podejście do tego zagadnienia zbudowane na teorii i praktyce projektowania 
grafi cznego. Teoria i praktyka projektowania grafi cznego klarowniej rozdziela funkcje CI (budowanie tożsamości) 
od public relations (składowa działań komunikacyjnych).

INTRODUCTION

Textbooks (Coursebooks) are relevant to any scientifi c discipline. Their content (for example: case 
studies, defi nitions, discussions, methods, theories, recommendations for additional reading) is, by the 
very fact of their inclusion in a textbook, considered important, presenting a didactic consensus. They 
are also related to ETCS points (in European Union) and exams and tests. The exercises included in 
them, “discussion” issues, tests, control questions, etc. have a formative infl uence on future students 
of the discipline, in this case PR practitioners and theoreticians. In the light of the sociology of science, 
it is rather indisputable that formal socialisation into the profession creates, according to Ludwig 
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Fleck, a thinking style (Denkstil) and a thinking collective (Denkkolektiv). Piotr Szenajch, writing about 
socialisation into the artistic profession, notes that [Szenajch, 2022, p. 317]: Since styles [of thought – Piotr 
Dzik’s note] sometimes develop over generations, they permeate all social structures, become a compulsion for the 
individual, and diff erent thinking is sometimes stigmatised 1. The question arises in what ‘style of thought’ 
the CI issue is described in public relations textbooks? This topic is not only interesting because the 
initial socialisation will infl uence later practice, but also because it is an interdisciplinary issue – writt en 
about, among others, by marketing theorists in the context of Integrated Marketing Communication 2
Marketing Communication (IMC).

Most importantly, however, is the fact that identity systems are (usually) created by professional 
designers, and the design approach has developed its own theories, textbooks, handbooks and academic 
courses. The question then arises whether the theory and practice of design understood as product/
service design (design) and communication design (graphic design) can contribute something to the 
conceptualisation of the same issue in PR textbooks?

CORPORATE IDENTITY IN PUBLIC RELATIONS TEXTBOOKS

The topic of Corporate Identity in the context of public relations was addressed in Poland no later than 
19972, in a textbook by Wojciech Budzyński [Budzyński, 1997], to which it was subsequently reissued 
several times (the latest revised and updated edition is from 2017 [Budzyński, 2017]. The authors of 
other studies of this type also referred to this coursebook [Kupiec & Augustyn, 2004; Cenker, 2007]. 
The model proposed by Budzyński also appears, in essentially identical form, in other textbooks 
[Szymańska, 2004; Wojcik, 2013; Tworzydło, 2017; Tworzydło, 2023]. An identical analytical approach 
also appears in books translated into Polish [Black, 2003; Davis, 2007]3. It can be assumed that in Polish 
textbooks the topic of CI has started to be discussed since the beginning of the 21st century, that’s why 
textbooks from 1997‒2023 were analysed. There are few of them, new textbooks are rarely created, 
their content regarding “corporate identity” is basically unchanged, so it is possible during the period 
in question to identify common features or a unifi ed model of presentation of this issue.

Figure 1. Reconstruction of the CI model in Polish PR textbooks

Source: own elaboration based on quoted textbooks

1 Translation of quotes from Polish into English using the DeepL program
2 The article takes a perspective of 25 years back. The history of global PR is, of course, longer, but it was only in 1994 that 

the fi rst studies in this fi eld were launched in Poland and the period 1990-1999 can be described as a time of trial and error 
(Frączek, 2011)

3 Since the article concerns Poland, the sources quote Polish translations of the discussed public relations textbooks
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Analysis of the material collected allows to formulate the following conclusions:
1.	 A ‘silo mentality’ [Vuignier, 2017] is evident in the works cited, the sources cited are mostly from 

the public relations discipline, which is questionable given the interdisciplinary nature of the issue;
2.	 The model narrowly captures the ‘visual’ element of identity, although, for example, Tworzydło 

points out that part of the identification may be sound (music, signal) [Tworzydło, 2017, 
p. 80]. In design theory and practice, it is accepted that there are also other types of symbols 
to be considered in the design process and identification management. Per Mollerup points out 
explicitly in his taxonomy that there are Non-graphic marks [Mollerup, 2013];

3.	 Works cited from outside the discipline are written by economists and marketing theorists, 
graphic design theorists and practitioners are not cited which can be concluded after checking 
the bibliography contained in the referenced textbooks;

4.	 From the two strands of conceptualising collective identities, i.e. organisation theory and 
marketing theory only the latter (Corporate Identity) is discussed, there are no references to the 
concept of ‘Organisational Identity’. This is questionable for at least two reasons:
•	 The cited works freely and interchangeably use the terms ‘company’ and ‘organisation’;
•	 Organisation theory has, also at textbook level, a whole range of studies on organisational 

behaviour and culture (cf. e.g. [Martin, Hetrick, 2006]);
5.	 The model presented is in a composite form, it is not clear in the model how to describe and 

define the relationships of the components, for example the mission is captured as a component 
of CI or as a component of the research and analysis process in the preparatory stage;

6.	 The model assumes that the VIS is implemented – it does not discuss situations where the 
developed identification has not passed the research and analysis stage;

7.	 It is not possible to deduce from the model whether ‘culture’ means that enshrined in the 
organisation’s documents (rules & regulations, guidelines, management statements) or that 
practised, the fact that these are inconsistent is widely discussed in the literature on organisational 
behaviour [Graeber, 2015];

8.	 The framing of communication is also questionable. Even assuming that it is about ‘projected 
identity’ [Moingeon & Soenen, 2002, p. 3], i.e. how an organisation presents (communicates) itself 
to specific audiences, what remains to be resolved is the extent to which messages are controlled, 
especially in the digital media environment of PESO (Paid, Earned, Shared, Owned, Media) 
[Smith, 2021];

9.	 Finally, the model does not operate with the concept of a brand4, meanwhile, nowadays it is not 
companies, organisations, associations or individuals that communicate with the environment, 
but brands, our culture is a culture of brands [Cartwright, Sturken, 2018].

For the sake of argument, it should be added that there is also a trend in PR studies that deals with the issue 
in a perfunctory manner, indicating that the public relations practitioner should have an understanding of 
technical issues concerning, for example, printing [Seitel, 2003; Laermer & Princhello, 2004]5.

A different approach, originating from communication sciences, is presented by Wszołek [Wszołek 
2015, Wszołek 2021]. This author discusses contemporary theoretical paradigms of design, confronting 
them with the concepts of M. Fleischer. According to Wszołek, “corporate identity” serves to build the 
identity of the organization, while public relations is a component of the organization’s communication 
policy (together with advertising and marketing). The function of public relations is image control 
[Wszołek 2021, p. 656‒662]. This approach is closer to design, both theory and practice. The breadth of 
the study, clear theoretical basis, and numerous sources indicate that this work is an important research 
achievement and can serve as a textbook for theorists and practitioners of communication sciences.

4 ‘Brand’ is a concept that appears in the cited textbooks but is not integrated into the model or the relationship is not ex-
plicitly described, the terms ‘company’ and ‘brand’ are used interchangeably

5 The Polish translation of Seitel’s book was based on the 8th edition; in the 13th edition, Seitel maintains his approach (Seitel, 2017)
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CAPTURING ORGANISATIONAL AND BRAND IDENTITY IN GRAPHIC DESIGN 
THEORY AND PRACTICE

Design theory

It is not the purpose of this article to discuss the entire body of theoretical texts on graphic design, its 
history, disputes and academic programs (see, for example [Eskilson, 2012; Mrowczyk & Dąbrowski, 
2015; Kolesár, 2018, Wszołek 2021]). In short, it can be said that the theory exists, it is available, also in 
Polish, and it is taught in design studies. Design graduates know not only that this theory exists, but 
also how it is to be applied in the design process. At the same time, it is an open body of knowledge, 
with new concepts emerging, inspired by cultural anthropology, humanistic geography, critical 
discourse analysis, visual rhetoric semiotics or sociology (cf. e.g. [Lupton, Miller, 1999; Kress, van 
Leeuwen, 2006].

In the context of logos and CI, five types of studies can be mentioned:
1.	 Extensive research and analytical work, referring to the achievements of other social sciences 

and humanities (e.g. [Mollerup, 2013; Frutiger, 2022 (1978)]);
2.	 Critical works that combine visual and verbal argumentation (e.g. [Stones, 2009; Baur, Thiery, 

2013]);
3.	 Articles, essays and interviews, sometimes published as collections, created or co-created 

by designers and which are theoretical analyses of their own and others’ design work (e.g. [Aicher, 
1991 (1994), Aicher, 2016 (1991)];

4.	 Album publications documenting and classifying various logos and corporate identity systems, 
such publications feature introductory essay (s), more or less extensive analyses of individual 
logos, sometimes extensive case studies. These take the form of collective discussions (e.g. 
[Evamy, 2008 (2007), Wiedemann, 2009]), in Poland [Hardziej & Wawrzkiewicz, 2016]. There 
are also works documenting the projects and the theoretical concepts behind them by designers 
whose research, practical achievements and theories are considered relevant to the industry as 
a whole [Heller, 1999];

5.	 Textbooks and handbooks used in academic courses, postgraduate studies, additional courses, 
training and workshops (e.g. [Wheeler, 2018]6).

In summary, in the context of CI, the graphic design literature allows for other ways of asking old 
questions, other answers to old questions and, finally, new questions. The works cited and others 
contain a broad base of clearly defined concepts, operationally proven definitions, elaborate research-
analytical procedures (including visual ones), and finally theoretical concepts responding to the needs 
of a changing world, to name some: human centered design (HCD), universal design, inclusive design 
or transformational design [Wszołek 2021]. All this makes it possible to formulate seven arguments for 
the use of design theory in public relations studies.

Seven arguments in favour of design

1.	 Historical. The history of the design of modern corporate logos and corporate identity systems 
is longer than public relations. The first modern logo was created in the 1870s, the first 
comprehensive identity system was developed, from 1907 onwards, for the company AEG, 
by Peter Behrens [Eskilson, 2012], the clear recommendation and practical implementation of 
unified brand communication was in the 1930s (ibid.), extensive theoretical analyses of design 
also appeared around the same time [Kolesár, 2018]. Meanwhile, the separation of public relations 
from propaganda, as a distinct practice occurred in the 1920s [Seitel, 2017], and PR theories did 
not begin to take shape until the 1960‒1990 period [Wojcik, 2013]. The argument, therefore, can 
be formulated as follows – a related discipline dealing with the same issue (CI) has half a century 

6 Wheeler’s book has, to date, had five continuously updated editions. The fourth edition was translated into Polish and 
published in 2010 under the misleading title ‘Kreowanie marki’. The Polish edition is an exact copy of the original edition, 
with identical layout, illustrations and page numbering
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longer history of both practice and theory then – necessarily – it has greater, richer and more 
diverse experience to draw on.

2.	 Types of identity and their definitions. Design operates with a differently framed notion of 
collective identity. PR textbooks operate with an ‘identity/image’ relationship, the phenomenon 
of identity experienced by employees is structured as internal PR or internal communication. 
Design accepts the division developed in organisational theory that identity has many different, 
not entirely consistent, dimensions. Moingeon and Soenen list at least 5 understandings of 
collective identity [Moingeon & Soenen, 2002]:
•	 Professed – refers to what the organisation professes about itself;
•	 Projected – refers to the elements an organisation uses to present itself to specific audiences
•	 Experienced – refers to what members of the organisation experience;
•	 Manifested – a kind of long-term, historical identity (it seems that this concept corresponds, at 

least in part, to ‘reputation’ (cf. e.g. [Wojcik, 2013]);
•	 Attributed – refers to what the organisation attributes to its environment
In the case of identity types, there is a phenomenon that Maria Danielewiczowa calls ‘terminomania/
terminomany’, writing that [Danielewiczowa, 2018, p. 22]: Terminological juggling is the affliction of the 
entire contemporary humanities. An example is such a component of CI, generally described in public 
relations textbooks as ‘font’ (in Polish: ‘czcionka’). In Polish design textbooks, a distinction is made 
between ‘czcionka’ (as a physical product, a block of wood or a metal casting used in traditional 
printing technologies) and ‘font’ existing only in digital form. The universal term is ‘typeface’. This 
example shows what misunderstandings can arise in the process of creating a collective identity, 
simply because of the vagueness or unnecessary multiplicity of terms. Referring to the argument 
of the historical and also formulated by Danielewiczova principle of “sharpening terms”, it can be 
said that design, due to its historical development and greater openness to other social sciences and 
humanities, has better and more unambiguously defined terms, so it would be useful to use them 
and make them more explicit in PR theory.

3.	 Brand. The thesis in PR studies is that brand theory is less developed than public relations theory 
[Świątecki, 2006], indeed there is a fundamental debate in branding theory about this construct 
[Patterson, 1999; Gaski, 2020]. There are ideas of moving away from the so-called Component Model 
(CM) to a return to the Label and Association Model (LAM) [Avis, Henderson, 2022]. It should be 
noted that design for most of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century has operated 
primarily on this model [Gibbs, 2014; Wheeler, 2018]. However, irrespective of the theoretical 
disagreements, design assumes, firstly, that it is mainly brands and not individuals, organisations 
or companies that communicate with the environment nowadays and secondly, as is evident from 
the above assumption, has developed research assumptions, analytical methods, implementation 
programmes and theoretical solutions concerning brand identity. These studies, also cited in this 
article, are little known outside the design community.

4.	 Technology (technological changes). In communication theory, also in public relations theory, the 
concept of ‘commercial speech’ is emerging, which is mainly due to the technological features of 
digital media (the PESO model mentioned earlier). Phenomena such as in-house, organisational, 
company or brand websites, the constant presence of brands on social media, the use of influencers 
in image building, the general blurring of the boundaries between PR, marketing, branding, 
makes it difficult to clearly classify a message in terms of features and functions [Cronin, 2018]. 
A constitutive feature of design is the simultaneous openness to new technologies and constant 
reference to the history of the discipline. In other words, it is impossible to practice professional 
design without using the latest available technologies and without knowing the past achievements 
of the discipline. Meanwhile, CI in public relations textbooks is described rather statically, the 
sources cited were already outdated when the textbook was written, e.g. Wojcik in the 2013 edition 
cites Altkorn’s work from 1999. Moreover, the examples presented, although interesting, are not 
selected according to transparent criteria and do not change from issue to issue (cf. [Tworzydło, 
2017; Tworzydło, 2023]). The anti-technology approach is evidenced by the fact that in the cited 
textbooks there is not a single example of fluid identifications, variables, logo-generating systems, 
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dynamic signs, nowadays common in graphic design [Wheeler, 2018]. In conclusion – the openness 
to new technologies evident in design can be useful in PR theory and practice.

5.	 Description and process. Because Model, formal or intellectual on the one hand, or material on the 
other, are thus a central necessity of scientific procedure [Rosenblueth & Wiener, 1945, p. 316], it 
should be noted that in the case of the CI model found in public relations textbooks there is an 
apparent inconsistency between description (“what CI is”) and process (“how CI is created”). 
The reconstructed descriptive model (see Figure 1 in this paper) assumes the simultaneity of its 
components, while the process model is sequential assuming first the research, the construction 
of the identity and finally the start of the communication.
Meanwhile, the model adopted in design is both process and descriptive, first conducting research 
and analysis, then defining the core of the brand, developing the identity and only moving on 
to external and internal communication, then, on the basis of evaluation, modifying the identity if 
necessary. This is a common approach in the quoted textbooks and – also – practical guidebooks 
[Adams, Morioka, 1994; Chua, Illicic, 2007]. The unification of the descriptive and process model 
in PR textbooks would be useful if only for the practice of identity management and corporate 
aesthetics [Schmitt, Simonson, 1999], but above all because of the structural necessity arising 
from the very essence of the message. A message, in order to be read as a message, must contain 
two components: indicative of the identity of the sender and substantive [Floch, 2000]. As Laura 
Oswald puts it [Oswald, 2012, p. 50]: The brand system resembles la langue, the term that Saussure 
gives to the system of linguistic codes that defines the range of possibilities for producing discourses but 
it is not reduced to la parole, the message itself. In summary – the framing that occurs in design 
practice is not only consistent but also in line with semiotic theory and marketing theory [Percy, 
2008] so it has the virtue of being interdisciplinary.

6.	 Practice. The cited PR textbooks postulate that “Corporate Identity”, including the Visual Identity 
System, should be the responsibility of the departments (or other structures) responsible for 
public relations. At the same time, in the same coursebooks, in the case studies referred to in 
them, it is indicated that the overall VIS, is not created or managed by PR structures. They are 
consulted in practice, they participate in research and analysis processes, they are a (valuable) 
source of information, but they do not determine the overall process. Whether one adopts a model 
from public relations textbooks or a take closer to the design, it is beyond dispute that the PR 
department in any organisation is not omnicompetent. In the field of ‘organisational behaviour’, 
for example, the input of the Human Resources (HR) department is essential [Martin, Hetrick, 
2006]. In summary – it is not clear whether the role of the PR department in creating and managing 
CI is descriptive or postulated in the textbooks. The design position is clear – the creation and 
management of brand aesthetics is and should be a separate function within the organisation, 
directly subordinated to the board (CEO), and PR and other departments communicating with the 
public should use this identity.

7.	 Design competence. Even if one assumes that the CI model adopted and presented in public 
relations textbooks is theoretically sound, coherent and in line with practice, graphic design is an 
inedible part of it – to put it bluntly, professional designers are or should be involved in the process 
of creating CI. Part of the education and training of public relations theorists and practitioners is 
not to learn of design knowledge and competence. Of course, self-education or the acquisition of 
additional skills during professional practice is possible. However, the content of public relations 
textbooks suggests that they contain criteria for evaluating a logo project [Tworzydło, 2023] or VIS 
as a system [Cenker, 2007]. A practical consequence of such public relations textbooks content is, 
emerging in practice, the phenomenon of designing and revising work produced by professional 
designers. Robert Townsend’s comment remains valid [Townsend, 2007, p. 2]: Moral. Don’t hire 
a master to paint you a masterpiece and then assign a roomful of schoolboy-artists to look over his shoulder 
and suggest improvements. To summarise – it is the PR practitioner’s job to commission a task and 
to check for factual errors (e.g. whether the materials contain errors like the wrong phone number 
or spelling mistakes), it is not the public relations practitioner’s job to check and evaluate the 
creative part of the work done by professional and educated designer.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In the way how the VIS is conceptualized and developed, some examples of the differences between 
public relations and graphic design can be mentioned in relation to CI:

•	 the mission (Leitbild, mission statement) in design is never part of the CI but one of the factors 
taken into account in the research and analysis phase;

•	 in design it is assumed that the brand (s) communicates with the environment which requires 
prior decisions on the positioning and architecture of the brand (s);

•	 the analysis of the environment is built differently, the competition is mainly taken into account 
– the identity system is not only supposed to identify (describe) the brand but also, and perhaps 
above all, to differentiate it from others – the evaluation criterion is mainly external;

•	 the design process includes five phases: Discover/Define/Develop/Deliver/Distribute [Spies, 
Wenger, 2020]. This means that the designer does not finish his work when the identification system 
is delivered, but cooperates in its dissemination and confrontation with recipients (audience).

At the same time, the authors of the public relations textbooks in question speak authoritatively 
about corporate identity systems (VIS), a subject that requires at least a basic knowledge of design 
practices, principles and theory. One gets the impression that they believe that textbooks and studies 
on graphic design, even in the part dealing with the creation of VIS, are irrelevant to the theory and 
practice of public relations, so ignorance of this area of knowledge is fully justified. The content of the 
analysed public relations textbooks, including sources and bibliographies, in the sections on CI, shows 
that their authors are completely uninterested in the achievements of design theory and practice.

However, an important caveat is formulated by Phil Baines and Andrew Haslam remais valid [Baines, 
Haslam, 2002, p. 10]: It is a strange anomaly within the educational system that a subject – language – and 
the notational system devised for its recording – typography – are taught in unrelated institutions. Universities 
teach anthropology, linguistics, language development and literature, while art design schools teach typography. 
Yet typography is to language what maps are to geography, scores are to music and algebra is to mathematics. 
Surely a subject and its related system of documentation should be investigated together?

This warning, per analogiam, can be applied to public relations and graphic design, at least in the 
aspect of researching, creating and managing corporate (brand) identities, if only for the reason that it 
is obvious to designers that they deal with communication, and not simply drawing logos. Therefore, 
the methodological postulate concerning the content of PR textbooks is that their authors should take 
an interest in what designers have said and written about collective identities and their perceptible, 
sensory (tangible) manifestations. Even if one assumes that their hypotheses and conclusions are 
unsubstantiated and their lines of thought unfounded and unscientific, if only because of the 
inevitable collaboration with the designer (whether an individual or a company) in the CI creation and 
implementation process, it would be useful to know what they think and why they do what they do.

DISCUSSION

It was not the purpose of this article to conduct a meta-analysis of the PR literature in the context of 
creating and managing VIS or corporate (brand) aesthetics, it seems that this would be an interesting 
direction for in-depth analysis, at least in the Polish context. Another would be an analysis of internal 
publications and university scripts used in teaching PR, also in the context of VIS. Finally, the inevitable 
question arises – why do authors of public relations textbooks ignore the achievements of graphic design 
theory and practice? At the beginning of every scientific process there is, as Susan Haack writes vague 
idea [Haack, 1997]. This vague idea in the present case may be that the essays, manuals, handbooks 
and recommendations written and appropriately composed in a verbal-visual way by design theorists 
simply do not look the way accepted for scientific literature. However, this idea needs to be tested.
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