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We definitely do not see ourselves as 

artists,” says Gerald Kiska in response 

to my question about what defines his 

company’s approach to design. “Overall, we 

help our clients to establish and develop their 

brand and their products further.” This insep-

arability of product and brand is fundamental 

to the work of Kiska, an Austrian design con-

sultancy founded by the eponymous Gerald, 

now the company’s CEO, in 1990. To even 

label Kiska a design consultancy is prob-

lematic. Product design is but one element 

of Kiska’s business; the company practise a 

design approach dubbed “Integrated Design 

Development” [IDD] that prioritises market 

research, communication design, and brand 

strategy alongside the product. It is 

Kiska’s mission to not just devise 

a product, but also to cre-

ate a brand for the 

company’s cli-

ents. The 

Austrian tag is equally misleading; although 

the headquarters are picturesquely located 

at the foot of a mountain not far from the 

baroque splendour of Salzburg, Kiska has a 

global portfolio of clients and is currently con-

sidering expanding to extra premises across 

the world.

There is something undeniably different 

about Kiska. In the two days that I spent visit-

ing their operation I swiftly realised that IDD 

is more than a clever proposition; rather it 

represents a design philosophy that is lived 

and implemented on a day-to-day, project-to-

project basis. Kiska is a product design con-

sultancy, brand agency and market research 

company under a single roof. However, these 

departments are not  

 

separate entities, they cooperate towards a 

common goal with the work of one inform-

ing the direction of another. As Gerald Kiska 

explains: “What we do here is try to create a 

brand for our client. There is an integration of 

communication design, product design and 

business strategy with a common approach 

to make sure that we send the same message 

through every channel.”

One of Kiska’s longest standing and most 

visible clients is the Austrian automotive man-

ufacturer KTM. The company is best known 

for its motorcycles that traditionally have been 

tailored for race and off-road use. The rela-

tionship between Kiska and KTM is celebrated 

as an ongoing, successful example of inte-

grated design in action. Kiska’s transportation 

design department has worked on the devel-

opment of several generations of 

KTM bikes and 
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the manufac-

turer’s first car, 

the X-Bow, which 

was unveiled in 2008. In 

addition to this core operation, 

Kiska also carries out market research 

for the company and manages its marketing 

strategy and resources. Speak to anyone at 

Kiska, whether it’s an automotive designer 

involved in creating a bike’s distinctive aes-

thetic, a researcher who has interviewed teen-

agers in Italy about what they want from a 

scooter, or a graphic designer responsible for 

producing the brand’s edgy visual advertising, 

and you will hear KTM feted as the perfect 

client.

So, how do these various design disci-

plines interact, and what is the advantage of 

offering this range of design services in-house?

Speaking to Marcus Waldman, a partner 

with 15 years’ experience at Kiska, about the 

company’s particular approach to design, he 

is keen to emphasise that the expertise of the 

department which he leads, product design, 

is part of an overarching exercise in brand 

identity. The product is just one element of 

defining a 

client’s position within the marketplace. He 

explains that one of the frequent issues that 

Kiska’s clients suffered was that although they 

might already have a decent product, they 

were struggling to communicate its qualities to 

potential customers. This is why communica-

tion design and marketing form such impor-

tant aspects of the IDD philosophy.

“What we are doing for all our clients,” 

Waldman continues, “relates to generating 

a ‘Visual Product Language’. We attempt to 

create a brand-orientated and target-group 

specific product language.”

Waldman cites the example of Kiska’s 

work with the German manufacturer of fit-

ness equipment Kettler. Kiska is helping the 

client to market its machines not just as fitness 

equipment but as desirable lifestyle products. 

The aim has been to create a visual product 

language that communicates Kettler’s brand 

values of sturdiness, durability and innova-

tion. From a product perspective this has 

been achieved by moving from offering only 

a casing to a structurally designed whole. In 

this sense, the considerations of communica-

tion design can be seen to be inherent in the 

process of product design.

At either end of the product design  

process are market research and 

communication design. However, the 

way that Kiska operates means that these 

are not entirely separable from the product 

phase. Julian Herget, the head of marketing 

and research, explains that his team’s work is 

crucial in developing a successful brand strat-

egy around a particular product or service. 

Like many at Kiska, Herget’s background is 

split between design and business - he studied 

design as an undergraduate before completing 

an MBA - a combination that suits the IDD 

philosophy. He says: “A client might come 

to us unsure of their direction. We can help 

the client to define their direction. We call it 

creative consulting, a mix of strategic think-

ing and creative thinking. We help a client 

to respond to research and advise them how 

to implement it. We have developed an IDD 

research tool that combines market research, 

product research and brand research.”

A research project that Kiska has under-

taken on behalf of Indian motor-scooter com-

pany Bajaj is indicative of the Austrian consul-

tancy’s increasingly global presence. You can’t 

get much further away from a peaceful Alpine 

valley than the bustling streets of New Delhi, 

but there Kiska went to analyse the Bajaj 

brand and better understand its target group 

in the newly competitive Indian market.

Whilst this research could be carried out 

by an external company, Herget believes that 

this would be a disadvantage to the client: 

“We are able to build long term relationships 

with our clients. We know so much about 

our clients; it is more difficult for an external 

agency to know precisely what a client needs 

and this leads to design that is not necessarily 

strategic. What we are able to do differently is 

to integrate the designer from an early stage.”

Paul Friedl, the partner in communica-

tion design and marketing, echoes these 

sentiments in relation to the role of his own 

department: “Normally as a company you 

would use a product design company, then 

you would go to an ad agency, then an exhi-

bition design company, then a point-of-sales 

specialist: you have to explain your brand 

identity each time and each company will 

interpret it differently - this can be difficult to 

co-ordinate. Our communication department 

is there when the product is born. The project 

is always to make the product special. This is 

driven firstly by the product designers and if 

we know how they did it, then it is easier for 

us to communicate those benefits.”

His department of 19 is capable of man-

aging all aspects of communication design 

for a client including print ads, TV spots, 

videos, websites, direct marketing, brochures 

and promotional literature as well as retail 

environments. He continues: “We have com-

munication specialists who are educated in 

graphic design, photography and marketing 

alongside product designers who manage 

point-of-sale and retail design. There is there-

fore a seamless progression from product 

design, to environmental design, to graphic 

design.”

Gerald Kiska offers the following summary 

of why it makes sense to juxtapose product 

design with research and communications 

expertise: “The usual fight between advertis-

ing agency and product designer we keep 

in-house. The client has to play referee. Of 

course it leads to some friction, but normally 

discussion leads to better results.”

Although Kiska has worked with some 

of the world’s most recognisable brands, 

including Audi, Siemens and Adidas, it is the 

group’s collaboration with small to medium-

sized concerns that really allows the company 

to come into its own. It is companies without 

the resources to support in-house research 

and marketing departments who stand to 

benefit the most from Kiska’s holistic inte-

grated offering. 

Another speciality of Kiska is reviving 

brands, particularly local ones, which have 

lost their way. Kiska’s IDD approach allows 

staff to re-evaluate a client’s market position 

and implement a brand strategy and direction 

through a combination of research, product 

design and communication design.

A good example of this is Kiska’s work 

with the Kästle ski brand. Once a formidable 

name on the slopes, the brand’s fortunes had 

recently gone off-piste and in 2007 it turned 

to Kiska to help reinvent its neglected brand. 

Research, managed by Kiska, suggested that 

there was a market opportunity for high-end 

skis that combined innovative engineer-

ing with distinctive branding. Working with 

Kiska’s product design team, Kästle developed 

a new range of skis that offered an alternative 

to the crowded middle ground of the ski mar-

ket; the range has proved to be both popular 

and profitable. Similarly close to home was 

the Austrian brewer Stiegl for whom Kiska 

oversaw a new brand identity and designed 

point-of-sale materials. 

The last time that newdesign visited 

Kiska’s Alpine home some three years ago 

it was in a smaller premises next door to its 

current buildings and the global economic 

crisis was yet to strike. Indeed, rather alarm-

ingly, Kiska was in the process of moving just 

as the downturn hit. Inevitably, the economic 

conditions had a negative impact on Kiska’s 

business as a handful of clients were lost, 

others became reluctant to invest in new or 

speculative projects, and turnover suffered a 

dip. Nevertheless, the long-term relationships 

that Kiska had fostered with clients through 

its integrated approach ensured the company 

could weather the crisis.

“We were one of the first to realise some-

thing was wrong, but also one of the first to 

benefit from the turnaround,” comments 

Gerald Kiska. His company is now looking to 

the future and contemplating plans to expand 

and export its unique approach to design to 

branches beyond Austria.

Kiska, in many ways, is more than the sum 

of its parts. It is an interdisciplinary design 

consultancy that strives not just to create a 

product, but to understand and direct a prod-

uct’s relevance to a complete brand strategy, 

in essence, in line with the company’s motto 

- to design desire. ❙

It is the group’s collaboration 
with small to medium sized 
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company to come into its own
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