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Abstract
Working in groups, whether intra or interdisciplinary, is above all recognised 
for its capacity to unlock creative potential, to promote the unexpected. This 
paper lays out ways of approaching typographical issues in a time when social 
media and collective effort has a growing impact on how we communicate 
with each other and this impacts how we form typography as a result. We 
focus on how to form methodologies that engage body and collective effort 
in the development of design thinking in terms of innovation — formally, 
technically and socially.

Keywords 
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1.0 Introduction — The background to the project. 
Branding and semiotics in an online context.
In 2015 Designskolen Kolding in Denmark were approached by SoundCloud 
to help imagine new ways of engaging with the growing range of sound 
material on the site. The course took place over two weeks with 2nd year 
students from the Department of Communication design, working in inter-
displinary groups containing students from illustration, graphic design and 
interaction design. 
SoundCloud is the world’s largest sound and audio platform centred around 
an online audio distribution platform that enables its users to upload, record, 
promote as well as sharing their originally-created sounds.
Our focus with the students built around understanding that the Sound-
Cloud brand is carried by the quality of the experience of use, the sensing 
of the values of the organisation and not least how a community is built up 
around shared values and interests, especially in an organic and immaterial 
context.



2/

We contend there is a profound distinction between branding the material 
and immaterial with regard to narrative outcomes. In this case we define 
narrative outcomes as the way in which the given product is spoken about, 
communicates itself and what it is perceived to represent as a cohesive whole. 
Branding in its classical sense identifies an existing product or organisation 
that communicates its values through the immutable product itself and con-
nects this to how this the product is to be perceived through its use or pres-
ence. As Walter Landor puts it “Products are made in the factory, but brands 
are created in the mind.” Organisations such as SoundCloud and Facebook 
create value through the user-provided and user-created content. Without 
a growing range of content these platforms are merely empty notice boards 
because the value of them lies specifically in the framing of relationships built 
through content provision. 

For this reason brand value for the individual user is strengethened and 
embedded through the accessing and validating of the quality of the journey 
into the information as much as it is found in the quality and aesthetic depth 
of the music and sound itself. Therefore identity exists and is founded in — a 
sense of community, a sense of culture, a sense of having contributed, a sense 
of having created. These relationships can be mapped as a two-way format 
— firstly from the individual user to the site and secondly between user and 
content creator.
Contrast this to physical products in which — to a larger degree — branding 
identity lies in functionality, physical aesthetics, physical representations and 
positioning.
Therefore immaterial branding might be defined as focussing on the bridge 
between the quality of the product and the kinds of CONVERSATIONS it 
engenders compared to the quality of the product compared to products with 
an immutable physical representation of the values fig. 1.

 PRODUCT USE    NARRATIVE

 Harley Davidson Transport           Freedom

 Rolls Royce Transport             The epitome of    

    success and luxury

 NIKE Shoes/sportswear   Achieving 

    personal best

 IPhone                       Communication  Chic and ease 

    of use

 Facebook           Communication Constant 

    friendship 

 Google Search engine Straight to info

fig. 1. Underlying narrative principles for various                                                             
corporations in relation to service provision.
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2.0 The project task
2.1 Considerations how to approach SoundCloud 
With this background we tasked the students working together in interdisci-
plinary groups to consider some questions in order how to approach Sound-
Cloud;
— How to consider the issue of space in a web based service. 
— What does space mean in this context of the net?
— How does illustration and typography impact on a project such as this?
— How does one consider the relationship between images and typography?
— How does your input mean that SoundCloud is any different from servic-
es like youtube or vimeo?

Previous frontpage of the SoundCloud website.

2.2 Object of the course
The object of the course is to pitch SoundCloud with a pre-emptive project 
suggestion without any previous description of what may be required or how 
such a project is to be framed. In a Danish context — with its societal empha-
sis on democratic and collective decision making — this is a common deign 
tactic to when trying to develop a customer base or widening the student’s 
repertoire. It allows the students to open a discussion with a company or or-
ganisation on their terms and at the same time gives the students training to 
work a designer an opportunity to showcase the skills and talents they might 
be able to bring to the suggested and/or other fields of co-operation.
We requested the students to specifically build on the skill sets and strengths 
that they have developed in the previous courses with regard to film, narra-
tive, typography, illustration and interaction and in their final presentation 
argue how and why they have integrated them into the course outcomes. It 
was also a requirement that the students described to SoundCloud why and 
how their design intervention added to the company in terms of value crea-
tion, experience and pleasure, for this we introduced the theories of Patrick 
W. Jordan, which are described later in section 4.1
The students were required to show how the intervention impacts on the 
individual artist(s) and describe how their ideas are scalable and able to be 
implemented across a broad range of the SoundCloud experience. Fig. 1/ Steps of the STONETURNER process
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2.3 Looking into the existing website
The course takes the existing SoundCloud website and concept and tries to 
use typography and images in ways that are radical and engaging. The core 
concept of the website is to disseminate and share sound files and in this way 
open new lines of communication around musical and sound based produc-
tion. Nonetheless because SoundCloud offers audio content there is relatively 
little visual distinction in the choice of the files and little supporting visual 
information or experience in listening to them.

For the students it is their task to find out how to visually communicate the 
music search experience looking into Words — Images — Space. 
According to Otl Eicher — typography is the image of language, the visual 
concomitant of speech. By extension, typography itself must be a language, 
posing both semantic and syntactical dimensions. The semantic dimension 
comprises the content language conveys. The syntactical dimensions covers 
how it is conveyed (Eicher, 1989). 

Typography

comprises the content 
language cinveys

Semantic
how content 
is conveyed

Syntactical

fig 2. Typography posseing both semantic and syntactical dimensions.

In the course we asked the students to investigate, experiment and try (if 
possible) to bodily engage in term of understanding sound and how to 
visualise it, some of these are explained in the following chapters 4.3 and 4.4. 
The students were asked through their research to define a purpose (why) 
and context as a starting point to develop their concept from. First let’s take a 
closer look on understaning SoundCloud and the service they provide. 

3.0 Some analyzes on SoundCloud
Difference to youtube and vimeo — a design approach
Both video sharing sites are governed primarily by giving access to visual 
content (although a relatively small amounts of the uploads are audio) and 
therefore use of the sites is governed and largely determined by focusing on 
the visual images on the screen. SoundCloud is different in this respect in 
that the content itself is largely accessible in the space defined by the loud-
speakers through which the sound comes. 
This means that the brand promise needs to be delivered in the interaction 
with the sound or, by accessing it, how you search the playlist and access the 
individual uploads. Therefore it is through these two touchpoints Sound-
cloud need to develop the creation of authentic, engaging and real stories 
that consistently reflect a sense of community and belonging. 
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For a company like SoundCloud the brand promise is no longer what a 
company solely will deliver as a result of a finished product or service living 
up to expectations. Formerly this would mean the underlying communi-
cation from the company being consistent with the formal or emotional 
requirements of the product and the communication being finished once 
the client has bought the said item. 
In this way SoundCloud is different because it exists in a web of relation-
ships of similar services — Spotify, Youtube, Vimeo, Bandcamp — that 
overlap in terms of functionality and the company is the mediator and 
platform of formal and informal relationships at an individual level in that 
are un-scripted and outside the remit of SoundCloud fig. 3.

 

fig 3. Similar services to SoundCloud.

Therefore the goal of the brand might find itself in a comparative analogy 
— that of a local pub or café crossed with a conference in that it facilitates 
an exchange of ideas and gives a place to hang out with like-minded indi-
viduals and are introduced to each other. The structure of communication 
is laid out in terms of terms of agreement but the quality is measured in 
terms of HOW the terms are managed. And as a consequence how the 
exchanges are experienced in terms of comparative sites and their various 
culture(s) of communication. 
Every business is a technology business. But the space these businesses in-
habit is as much a mental space, an idea, a sense of belonging as it is about a 
directly digitally presence. 
To build a sense of belonging requires active effort and practice. And the act 
of effort in itself reinforces the bond of connectedness. 
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Community as a brand can function at different levels. To continue with the 
analogy of the pub and its sense of community the mere act of observing 
others interact can also contribute to a sense of belonging. Analogies to this 
can be found in relating to the number of likes and other responses posts of 
Facebook receive. In their 2013 paper Social Influence and the Collective Dy-
namics of Opinion Formation Mehdi Moussaïd, Juliane E. Kämmer, Pantelis 
P. Analytis, Hansjörg Neth make the point that “In many social and biological 
systems, individuals rely on the observation of others to adapt their behav-
iours, revise their judgments, or make decisions.”

Community as a brand can function at different levels. To continue with the 
pub analogy community (and a sense of community) the act of observing 
others interact can also contribute to a sense of belonging. Analogies to this 
can be found in relating to the number of likes and other responses posts of 
Facebook receive. In their 2013 paper Social Influence and the Collective Dy-
namics of Opinion Formation Mehdi Moussaïd, Juliane E. Kämmer, Pantelis 
P. Analytis, Hansjörg Neth make the point that “In many social and biological 
systems, individuals rely on the observation of others to adapt their behav-
iors, revise their judgments, or make decisions.”

 

4.0 Idea generation and methods developing new concepts
4.1 New paradigms need new methods introduction to Jordan.
Taking the Soundcloud site as a starting point students are asked to start the 
Jordan theory of pleasures.
Meeting the challenge of understanding people holistically requires going 
beyond simply looking at the factors that influence how successful — in 
terms of task completion — a user-product interaction will be. In order to 
find a more fundamental approach to the wider issues of people-product 
relationships it is necessary not only to have an understanding of how people 
use products, but also of the wider role that products play in people’s lives 
and how they provide a platform for experience and relationships. Such an 
understanding goes beyond the traditional usability-based user requirements 
specification (Jordan 2000,8).
We introduced the students to Jordan’s defined ‘pleasure’ that, according to 
the Oxford English Dictionary, is “the condition of consciousness or sensa-
tion introduced by the enjoyment or anticipation of what is felt or viewed as 
good or desirable; enjoyment, delight, gratification.”
Each group was asked to define a direction and purpose based on Jordan’s 
pleasures associated with products: the emotional, the hedonic and the 
practical benefits (Jordan 2000, 12). The student’s groups each defined their 
emotional, hedonic and practical pleasures as a direction for developing their 
further concepts fig. 4 and 5. 

 



7/

By defining pleasures the student’s research, the students are defining a pur-
pose to investigate and explore from in their process of concept development.

4.2 Guiding principle
The guiding principle of the teaching practice was to get the students to act 
PHYSICALLY in order to engage BODILY with the kinds of user/site rela-
tionships we were asking them to develop. On the surface it might seem like 
a contradiction considering the efforts we have made in this paper to empha-
sise the immaterial and frame the distinctions between community conversa-
tions and static products but the reality is found in its opposite. By engaging 
with body and dance one is able to circumvent the need to design in its most 
narrow sense. The underlying reality of this methodology and its intention is 
to inculcate an understanding of what relationships and interactions might 
feel like before they are described through any of the classic descriptive and 
structural models such as touchpoints or symbols. 

“The need of the immaterial is the most deeply rooted of all needs. One must 
have bread; but before bread, one must have the ideal.”
       — Victor Hugo

The teaching team worked on two principles in the beginning. The first; 
NOT EVERYTHING IS WORDS and the second; MAKING IS THINKING. 

• Senses
• Intuition
• Poetic
• Makes the site 
   more alive
• Tactility
• More humane site
• Lighters at a concert
• Organic shapes – 

Nature

• Lighters at a concert
• Camp fire feeling
• “A light in the dark”
• Appeling more to the 

senses
• Stimulation
• The feeling of an 

event
• Making something 

together

  Hedonic   

• Curiosity
• More appealing to explore
• Fun to dance
• More than just a pretty shape
• People like to express themselves
• Make each number look different
• Emphasize the music
• Be inspired by others
• Costumize profile
• Make an identity
• Share on social media
• Loosen up

  Emotional   

• Easier to explore
• A look behind
• Events/marketing/promotion
• Appeal to the visually minded
• More returning users
• Easier to get info
• Communications – something 

better than the comments
• Stay on the site longer
• Helps to express the music

  Practical   

fig 4. Defined pleasures made in two figures, the figure left 
the group defined the importance put into scales to define 
the importance of different pleasures. 

fig 5. Another example of the groups 
defined pleasures.
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NOT EVERYTHING IS WORDS asked of the students to find a sense of the 
qualities of exchange prior to any development of the structure. MAKING IS 
THINKING is a way of asking for a set of actions that make representations 
of intention at the initial stage of development.
The teaching staff repeated that by defining the experience and the rest will 
follow. 

4.3 Understanding sound through Bodystorming
Bodystorming is a technique often used in interaction design as a way of 
imagining what it would be like if the product or service existed, and to act as 
though it exists, ideally in situ, the place it would be used. This can be fur-
ther developed by acting as though you are the product itself and in this way 
open for a haptic, internalised sense of what you what to produce to become 
a conscious and tangible. It works by asking the protagonists to act an idea 
or relationship with improvised artifacts and physical activities in order to 
envision a solution but more importantly in this case to activate a series of 
sensory, bodily engaged sensations that can form the starting point of devel-
oping interactions.
The principle is to create an imaginative space that works from feeling to feel-
ing. And from feeling to action. From action to understanding image 1 and 2.  

4.4 Investigating sound through Rapid Prototyping
Rapid Prototyping is an incredibly effective way to make ideas tangible, to 
learn through making, and to quickly get key feedback from the people you’re 
designing for. Because prototypes are meant only to convey an idea — not to 
be perfect— you can quickly move through a variety of iterations, building 
on what you’ve learned from the people you’re designing for. Prototyping 
doesn´t just solve straightfoward problems. 

1/ Dancing to differint genres of music, 
bodily engangement.

2/ Bodystorming; dancing with light sensors 
and tracking the movements.
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According to David Kelly we can talk about serendipity or luck, but once 
students start making things, it opens up new possibilities of discovery. At 
the most fundamental level, what we´re talking about is play, about exploring 
borders. There´s something about tangible prototyping, it´s easy to reject a 
dry report or a flat drawing. But models often surprise, making it easier to 
change your mind and accept new ideas (Kelly with Littman 2001, 111).
Rapid Prototyping makes sure that you’re building only enough to test your 
idea, and that you’re right back in there making it better once you’ve gotten 
the feedback you need. Below some examples of the different approaches to 
rapid prototyping is shown in the pictures below, some groups recorded their 
prototyping into small animations image 3 and 4 below.

3/ Prototyping visualizing sounds, Sound and 
vibrations from sound added to different materials 
documented into small animations.

4/ Prototyping connecting sounds and 
typography in different environtments
documented into small animations.

Some groups used Arduino to build prototypes, build inspired from seismo-
graphs connecting it with a computer and the present soundcloud platform.
The music played was recorded onto a paper, by a coding programme the 
music was mathematically converted to a record of motion of the different 
played genres (image 5 and 6).

5/ 6/ Experimenting and building machines in Arduino.
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4.3 Developing typographic explorations 
Within the assignment we asked the students to look at possibilities for a 
creation of a typographic brand message. Using crossovers of different creative 
techniques the students pushed the degree of alienation between typeface and 
materiality in order to explore new avenues. In addition to the different crea-
tions, it was important to sort out which resulting designs matched the groups 
overall concept ideas in order to define a clear framework for the further use 
of the typefaces.

7/ 8/ 9/ 10/ 11/ Examples of protyping typographical ideas.



11/

12/ Typographical words scanned and moved while 
listning to genres of music. The Idea was used to develop 
the final concept; Listen to your city

14/ Final concept; Listen to your city — typographycal interactive placed in the street

13/ Final concept; Listen to your city — typographycal interactive animated posters
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15/ Final concept; Listen to your city — app to explore music

17/ Final concept; Open tracks 
– Event poster

16/ Final concept; Open tracks 
– final Website interface
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Conclusion
From an educational position we have tried to push the students away from 
a general idea that project development is driven by specific, tangible and 
individual skills (typography, graphic design, illustration etc) into a space 
where a combination of disciplines mirrors the reality of their existence out-
side their education. They are connected and multi-facetted. Their commu-
nicative platform is the same.
By asking them to engage and develop a multi-facetted design approach it 
is our intention to use societal developments as a leitmotif and as an instru-
ment through which products can be developed and thereby focus design 
education through the lens of society as it is forming itself. 

This is the changing paradigm, not only for branding and product develop-
ment but for the educational systems that underpin it. We call it joined-up 
designing. Through joined-up education.
This is the way that we will be re-think how to understand design as cross 
disciplinary meeting that functions at the level of aesthetics, communication 
and innovation. 

By focusing on no specific end product we hoped to emphasise innovation 
rather than organic development of existing services. The next stage of 
this or similar projects would be made up of user experience development, 
feasibility studies in terms of monetisation and feasibility testing. It was a 
deliberate choice not to implement any of this at this first critical point in 
order not to create untimely limits to the potential degree of innovation we 
explicitly asked of the students.
This joined up thinking points to two areas because this new paradigms re-
quires new aesthetics and, maybe more importantly, new ways of approach-
ing how those aesthetics may be produced.
In earlier times typographical development has been driven by specific tech-
nical limitations and considerations both with regard to cutting the individ-
ual letters and, later, how they might be consistently forged to produce read-
able and uniform type. Their formation was almost always limited to single 
individuals producing the template of the letters and studios then being able 
to produce with sufficient ability. This reality formed an aesthetic backdrop 
to the shape of the letters and the considerations around how they were to 
be used. The sheer cost of producing printed materials put this printed mat-
ter in an implied power structure with cost of production often mirroring 
the voracity of what was being said. The advent of DTP then meant these 
former physical limitations became effectively redundant. Nonetheless the 
framing of typographical endeavour was still formed through the principle 
of individual talent producing individual works. 
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We say there is something fundamentally different to be aware of — the new 
paradigm for knowledge creation and dissemination can be cast as a COL-
LECTIVE endeavour rather than that of individual genius. 
This sea change has massive knock-on effects for how we teach typographi-
cal development and then use the products of this work to lift the collective 
rather than the individual voice. We quoted Walter Landor earlier “Prod-
ucts are made in the factory, but brands are created in the mind.” We might 
contend that in order to measure up to how to “creating a relevant sense of 
belonging lies in acting together.” This moves the notion of the individual 
genius away from an individual sense of aesthetics towards an appreciation 
of purpose and context.
One of the first exponents of this principle may be found in Garth Walker 
(Orange Juice Design) Durban. Walker’s mandate was commissioned to 
create a typeface for the post-apartheid Constitutional Court of South Af-
rica. The directive from his clients was for a ‘unique font that “related to the 
citizens of our nation.” The result was a combination of the words scratched 
into the fabric of the building by political prisoners in the time when it 
served solely as a prison. It became a collective voice.
We wish to build on that same assumption — that by developing methodol-
ogies of collaboration within typography we are able to form methodologies 
that re-engage typographic tradition with the issues of the time. And that 
by engaging co-operative effort as a way of informing an aesthetics of the 
collective. And in this way contribute to our zeitgeist. 
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