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Abstract 
 
The objective of this study was to analyze the visual communication of fashion brand identity 
through the concept of window displays. Window displays are often categorized as an aspect 
of a much larger concept of visual merchandising that should be seen as a crucial part of the 
entire marketing communications. Although the concept of window displays is not new, their 
effect on the overall brand image creation remains relatively unexplored.  
 
The interpretation of communication in a visual form is complex in nature, and this research 
approaches the matter from a semiotic perspective. The approach was selected due to its 
capability to explore deeper meanings behind visual objects. In this study, window display is 
understood as a crucial part of the sign system of a fashion store. Window display is commonly 
regarded as the starting point of the entire shopping experience, and therefore in the lack of 
previous research, it is a logical starting point for this study. 
 
The analytical framework of the study follows the thee metafunctions of semiotic modes as 
discussed in the Theory of the Grammar of Visual Design by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). 
The analytical framework is then applied to analyze six different window displays produced by 
the same fashion brand. Findings of the research are discussed in terms of the three 
metafunctions of ideational, interpersonal and textual, and the purpose is to increase the 
knowledge of how window displays can be used to depict different relations between brand, 
people, places and things. In terms of brand identity communication, the most important 
contribution is to understand the complex relationship that is formed between the window (the 
brand) and its viewer (the customer). 
 
As a result, this research finds that the window displays are loaded with multiple visual cues all 
of which intend to serve the same purpose of brand identity communication. Clothing and 
accessories are the most salient elements used and they can be understood as the embodiment 
of the brand identity. Images of models and mannequins are used to address the viewers and 
create a specific relationship with them. The less salient elements in the window displays are 
used to support the message the brand is conveying through the display. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Consumers are living in a world where knowledge and many forms of entertainment is visually 
constructed (Oswald, 2011). Therefore, it is appropriate to argue, that what we see should be 
considered equally if not even more important as what we hear or read (Gillian, 2001). Fashion 
brands are constantly communicating with the consumers through various forms of design, all 
the way from the packaging to the retail space (Oswald, 2011). The design of fashion 
merchandise and its strategically planned surroundings in a retail space, is indeed a form of 
visual communication and communication per se is the base for not only relationships, but also 
for the understanding of the world (Baldwin & Roberts, 2006). In other words, the visual 
communication cues within retail spaces have a great ability to convey purposeful meanings as 
well as build relationship between brands and customers. 
 
Cant et al. (2013) agree that the world, in which the modern consumers are living in, is rich in 
ambience. When entering a retail store, consumers act differently to the sensation and stimuli 
provided for them and as a result they either pay attention to it or ignore it (Cant et al., 2013). 
The use of creativity within fashion retailing has traditionally been more evident in the products 
that are sold, than in the retailer spaces themselves. The focus, and the most important success 
factor, for a fashion retailer has been its ability to constantly bring new products and fashion 
trends to the right markets at the right time. The overcrowded marketplace has, however, forced 
retailers to use creativity and innovation to build and reinforce their brand images when in need 
of differentiating themselves from the competitors. Retailers are now focusing on uniting the 
appearance and identity of a store with the core brand values in a way that the store itself 
becomes a brand (Kent, 2007) and each and every message the retail space sends is due to the 
specific purpose in mind (Cant et al. 2013). 
 
In today’s dynamic and competitive fashion retail environment, the retailers are constantly 
looking for new innovative ways to keep up with the competition, and to produce superior value 
for the customers. Among the most important decisions fashion brands are required to make are 
the decisions regarding how the brand is visually communicated within the marketplace and 
how to maintain the visual coherence throughout all communication with the customers (Nobbs 
et al. 2015). According to Vishwanath (2013, p. 87) “what we see is a holistic, complex, 
immersive, tangible percept of objects and space with a rich semantic content.”. In the context 
of retail spaces, the semantic content is loaded within the visual and verbal cues that are 
structuring the retail environment with a pursuit to communicate something to the customers 
(Oswald, 2011). 
 
Visual cues are argued to be central to the cultural construction of social life in the 
contemporary societies (Gillian, 2001). However, a strategic use of visual cues involves aspects 
of creativity and perhaps because of the complex nature traditionally linked to it, there is a lack 
of academic research in terms of fashion retailing. More research would be required to 
understand, whether and how these visual cues are currently employed in the fashion brand 
management processes and what type of tools would be needed to interpret them as 
representations of expressive symbols.  
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Visual stimulation within the retail outlets aims to provoke emotions and it can act as a trigger 
for purchasing behavior. Visual stimulation is the central purpose of visual merchandising and 
the visual differentiation together with merchandising is at its most essential within the industry 
of fashion (Nobbs et al. 2015), where it’s used to create images about the products in the 
consumers’ mind and those images will later on affect the future support and perception of not 
only the products but the entire brand (Cant & Hefer, 2014). 
 
Window displays are widely understood as the starting point of the shopping experience and 
the first interaction point between the retailer and the customer (Lea-Greenwood, 2013). 
Window displays are loaded with visual cues and they typically have only a few seconds to 
communicate messages and provide meaningful content to the customer (Christopoulou; 2011; 
Diamond & Diamond, 2011). Window displays are also referred as consumer theater, and they 
could be described as aesthetic references on the urban landscapes around the world. Together 
with the own reflex of a city, juxtaposed displays offer diversity by representing different 
themes, such as elitism and popular, which can be more or less typical. The windows are 
reflecting the lifestyles and seasons and they often offer the first impression when arriving to a 
new city (Guimares, 2011). The way a product is represented in a window display is an intention 
to communicate with the passers-by, catch their attention, and lastly allure them to shop. The 
exhibition visible within the window is designed with prepositions and it has a narrative and 
dramaturgic sense that is trying to enhance specific values and aspects of not only the product 
presented, but also the brand and the consumer. The importance and efficacy of a window 
display has been recognized by major companies in the industry of textiles and fashion. The 
window displays are now gaining renewed interest as a form of entertainment provider as well 
as a tool for brand identification. Brands are attracting the potential customers through the 
window displays as well as consolidating the brand image (Guimares, 2011). 
 

1.1 Background 

The changing landscape of fashion retail is influenced by a new phenomenon of downsizing 
the amount of brick-and-mortar stores, while adapting a new ‘fewer but better’ approach in 
terms of retail stores. The growth of e-commerce has forced retailers to make strategic moves 
regarding their retail strategies, as the maintaining physical stores have to put on more effort in 
order to differentiate themselves in the marketplace, while providing superior shopping 
experiences to the customers. Hence, the remaining stores at the marketplace are now required 
to be more visually stimulating to attract and draw in customers (Nobbs et al. 2015).  

In addition to the changes in the store formats, fashion retailing is argued to be facing challenges 
also from the consumer behavior perspective. The tastes of consumers are developing, they are 
obtaining new buying habits, and the changing economic conditions are forcing retailers to 
constantly update their strategies. It’s common for customers nowadays to do cross-shopping 
within the brick-and-mortar stores, discount stores, outlets and the online stores. Consumers are 
more knowledgeable in terms of quality and price due to the information that is nowadays 
available for anyone on the internet. The loyalty towards only a handful of stores has 
diminished, and the priority for fashion retailers is now the competition of the customers 
(Guérin, 2005) and the emphasis is now more than ever on the retail experience rather than just 
on manufacturing and supply chain domination (Kent, 2007).  
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Arvidsson (2007) argues that a substantial part of the value a branded product is contributing 
to the customer isn't linked to the material attributes of the product, but it comes from the actual 
context of consumption. The context is created through inter-textual linkages that are formed 
between different merchandises and through brand’s presence in the media culture and in real 
life. This branded context is a tool that is used to create a specific meaning, relation and 
experience. Hameide (2011) also emphasizes the shift from focusing the material attributes 
towards managing the entire context of consumption as she argues that a garment is only one 
element of a commercially driven fashion brand with an aim to constantly improving their sales 
numbers to survive in the fierce marketplace.  

Brun & Castelli (2008) and Kent (2007) are among the researchers pointing out the consumers’ 
moving interest from product characteristics towards the complete shopping experience that is 
influencing and affecting their purchasing attitude. The emotions and intangible aspects of a 
brand should be therefore reinforced with the shopping experience and when combined with 
the tangible elements of a product they will produce superior value to the customers (Brun & 
Castelli, 2008). As the importance of the customer experiences has been acknowledged within 
the industry of fashion, the store environment has taken a greater significance among the 
retailers (Kent, 2007). 

As the need for unite and coherent brand communication has been acknowledged, the need for 
more strategic use of the retail spaces has led to the birth of the concept of visual merchandising. 
Visual merchandising not only includes the function of a window display, but it employs also 
a design-led approach to the interior of a store. At the beginning of the development of visual 
merchandising, the focus was on efficient retail spaces through the planning of floor layouts 
and standardization of merchandise presentation and signage. Later on, the function evolved 
into the creation of visually appealing spaces that promote the interaction between the products 
and the customers. The popularity of lifestyle retailing has prompted the strategic use of visual 
merchandising as the emphasis moved to the retail brand and coherent communication, that 
required retailers to focus more on the design at the store level (Kent, 2007).  

Creating the visual aspects of a retail stores today could be described as a collaborative process 
between architects, fashion designers, artists and product designers. The cachet of a fashion 
brand isn’t only dependent on the marketing and branding efforts, but also the store 
environment where the brand is sold has an enormous influence (Teunissen, 2013). The retail 
experience today needs to be unique, engaging and fulfilling while leveraging emotional and 
functional benefits for the customers. As the environment where the goods are sold is receiving 
more attention within the fashion landscape, it’s important to understand that the purpose of an 
environment isn’t just retailing but also it acts as a communication tool (Hameide, 2011).  

The ever-increasing competition has prompted fashion brands to utilize innovative strategies 
within visual merchandising (VM) at different levels of the market. VM can be understood as 
an important part of fashion brand communication as it has a significant impact on the retail 
environments. The concept offers retailers tools to convey messages, stimulate customers 
purchasing behavior and to build and reinforce brand image and its fashion identity (Lea-
Greenwood, 2013; Birtwistle & Shearer, 2001; Kim, 2013; Bell & Ternus 2011). Currently, the 
most debated example in the literature is the use of VM as a retail strategy to trade up between 
the different levels of the fashion market as in the example of Zara that has adopted minimalistic 
look in its displays resulting in a customer perception of the brand being more luxurious than 
the price positioning alone would indicate (Nobbs et al. 2015).  
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The importance of VM has increased due to the similarity of merchandise the brands are 
offering in their retail outlets. Many retailers are acknowledging the fact that competition based 
solely on price isn’t enough in an era where e-tailers are able to react with lower prices a lot 
faster. VM represents one of the remaining functions that can be used to increase the desirability 
of the merchandise while differentiating the offer from competitors and enhancing customers’ 
impulse buying behavior (Mehta & Chugan, 2013).  

Today the fashion retailers need to combine multiple aesthetic features for being able to 
“present its myriad faces” (Teunissen, 2013, p. 205). As the actual product is becoming less 
important, the brands itself are turning into spectacles where image, show and brand 
communication are crucial elements is the creation of sensations and emotionally packed 
experiences. The aesthetics of products are not as relevant for the brand’s concept anymore, 
whereas the emphasis is now on the quality of experience that is distinguishing fashion brands 
from each other. The experimental retail environment shouldn’t be understood merely as the 
showcase for a product, but also as a content generator for the entire brand. The customers are 
expected to step into the “flow” of the retail environment as the value of the experiment is 
emphasized more than the aesthetic value of a product. One solution for the fashion brands is 
to engage the customers in the experience through the stimulation of their senses e.g. using 
special lighting to communicate certain atmospherics (Teunissen, 2013).  

As the first touch point to the shopping experience, the customer is likely to notice the window 
display at the store exterior. Or perhaps just because of the intriguing window display, the 
customer is more likely to enter the store. Diamond and Diamond (2011) are calling the window 
display as ‘consumer theatre’ as the window serves as the scenery with lighting and the 
merchandise is taking the ‘starring role’. They argue that the mission of a window display is 
threefold as they should entertain, educate and entice the viewer. Based on the increased interest 
in the creation of distinguishable shopping experiences in the fashion marketplace, one could 
argue that synthesizing the window of a store with the overall brand communication is more 
relevant than ever. As the window display offers the first communication cues the customers or 
passers-by on the street encounter, it should be understood as the starting point for the entire 
shopping experience and therefore more research is needed in order to fully utilize the capacity 
this marketing tool is able to offer (Diamond & Diamond, 2011). 

Pegler (2012), Morgan (2011), Bell & Ternus (2011) and Portas (1999) all agree on window 
displays influential role in brand identity communication and hence, its positioning at the 
marketplace. Although agreed on by many scholars, the exact nature and type of the visual cues 
constructing the communication is fairly unknown. This research is concerned on the types of 
cues that are currently utilized in the brand identity communication process through the context 
of window displays. In order to identify and interpret the visual cues, the research is 
approaching them through visual semiotics that is useful when evaluating whether elements, 
such as poses, objects, style, angle, focus and lightning, can be understood as symbolic (van 
Leeuwen, 2007).  
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1.2 Problem Discussion 

Visual merchandising has previously been studied mainly in relation to consumer behavior, but 
the strategic dimensions of it, and its contribution to the brand management efforts, have largely 
been ignored within the academic research (Nobbs et al. 2011; Turley & Chebat, 2002; Lea- 
Greenwood, 1998) and this forms the rationale for this research.  

Visual merchandising as a concept is broad and it includes multiple research perspectives to 
approach from. As this study has its limitations due to the tight course schedule, it’s necessary 
to narrow the context of the research. Due to the lack of previous academic research of the 
matter, the logical way to approach the concept is to focus on visual merchandising in the 
context of a window display as it offers the initial contact point between the customer and the 
store (Lea-Greenwood, 2013), and therefore acts as the starting point for the entire shopping 
experience by communicating style and meaningful content (Christopoulou, 2011). Academic 
research on window displays could be described as limited as they’ve focused mainly on 
consumer behavior in relation to store entering decisions and understood increased sales as the 
main purpose of the window displays (e.g. Sen et al., 2002; Mishra & Agnihotri, 2012; Mower 
et al., 2012; Lange et al., 2016).  

Lea-Greenwood (1998, p. 325) argues that the strategic role of visual merchandising is to 
communicate the brand and its offer to the target market and as a result it contributes to the 
brand management as it provides “...a sustainable differential advantage combining a name, 
symbols and design from garment through to distribution which communicates their positioning 
strategy”. The importance of visual merchandising, and more specifically window display, is 
largely acknowledged, and yet the visual cues that are used to create the brand communication 
remains relatively unknown.  

This research aims to fill in a gap that currently existing in literature regarding the visual cues 
constructing the fashion brand identity communication through window displays. In order to 
analyze visual data, the research utilizes semiotic research approach and treats window displays 
as a semiotic resource. Chandler (2007) elaborates on different semiotic signs and lists multiple 
forms such as sounds, words, acts, objects, odors, images and flavors among them. It’s the 
people, who act as meaning-makers through creating and interpreting meaning to the different 
forms and therefore allow them to evolve into signs. In the context of fashion retailing, the 
common elements such as window display, interior decorations, layout, lighting, colors and 
texts can be understood as the sign system of a fashion store.  

In this research, semiotic analysis is applied in order to understand the meaning the window 
displays are conveying and examine whether it corresponds with the brand identity the producer 
of the window is claiming. The semiotic analysis follows the analytical framework adapted 
from Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), which is discussed in more detail in chapter 2.3. This 
specific framework was selected due to its suitability to produce concrete analysis of visual 
content.  
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1.3 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this research is to examine the relation visual cues used in window displays has 
on a fashion brands brand identity communication. The aim is to clarify the types of visual cues 
and their impact using analytical framework that can then be further developed to provide 
practical tools for managing the visual aspects of fashion brand communication. 
 

1.4 Expected Contribution 
 
As Pegler (2012), Morgan (2011), Bell & Ternus (2011) and Portas (1999) all agree that 
window displays indeed have a great role in communicating brand identity, the expected 
contribution is to reveal how this communication is created through the use of visual cues and 
from what do these cues consist of. The research is expected to elaborate on these different 
cues, and also to test the suitability of Kress & van Leeuwen’s (2006) analytical framework to 
interpret window displays as semiotic resources and whether it could be applied and developed 
further to apply on broader research contexts.   
 

1.5 Research Questions 

The objective of this study is to research how a fashion brand is utilizing visual cues to 
communicate its identity through the context of a window display. To understand the 
phenomena, the following research questions were formulated; 

 

1) How can a  fashion brand identity be communicated through a window display? 
 

2) What type of visual cues are used in window displays? 
 

3) How do the visual cues construct the communication in a window display? 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
The previous chapter introduced the research topic of the study and emphasized the need and 
importance of brand communication through window displays. The current chapter reviews the 
previous research related to the matter and lastly introduces the analytical framework used in 
the research. The first subchapter elaborates on the context of fashion retail communication 
and narrows it down to visual merchandising and lastly to the window display. The second 
subchapter discusses fashion brand management and communication in relation to the visual 
aspects of it. The third subchapter introduces the theories of semiotics in relation to visual 
communication of a window display.  
 

2.1 Visual Communication within Retail Spaces 
 
Kent (2007) argues for shift from emphasizing manufacturing and supply chain domination 
towards focusing to the customer retail experience in the retail floor. The retail environment is 
the combination of multiple tangible and intangible elements (Table 1), which should compose 
a distinctive image that yet is related to the merchandise the retailer is offering (Lea-
Greenwood, 2013). 
 
 
PHYSICAL / TANGIBLE ATTRIBUTES 
 

 
EMOTIONAL / INTANGIBLE ATTRIBUTES 

 
FASCIA 
 

 
AMBIENCE 

 
OVERALL STORE DESIGN 
 

 
IMAGE 

 
WINDOW DISPLAY 
 

 
POSITIONING 

 
LAYOUT AND MERCHANDISING 
 

 
BRANDING 

 
FIXTURES AND FITTINGS 
 

 
SENSORY PERCEPTIONS 

 
DECORATION 
 

 
EMOTIONAL CONNECTION 

 
SIGNAGE 
 

 

 

Table 1. Attributes in Retail Environments (Lea-Greenwood, 2013) 

The consumers today are seeking the opportunity to buy into unique consumption and 
ownership experiences (Teunissen, 2013). ‘Shopping’ in the modern society could therefore be 
described as an emotional experience and a leisure time activity, which has now evolved further 
as an activity where the customer experiences the brand before making purchasing decisions. 
The physical appearance and the overall feel of the store is constructed with strategic store 
layout, interior design, music, smell and lighting. These features combined are creating the 
atmosphere of a store that is reinforcing the brand’s personality. Shopping experience is 
therefore the manifestation of the stores identity that is constructed with the atmospherics and 
the store personality (Hameide, 2011).  
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In a marketplace filled with similar merchandise offered by multiple retailer brands, the 
customer often cannot tell the merchandise apart based on the physical attributes and therefore 
the intangible elements such as experiences became a competitive advantage for the retailer as 
it acts as a differentiation tool (Schmitt & Simonsen, 1997). The stores are constructed by 
architectural design and merchandising elements in a way that it guides the customer through 
the store while communicating the brand experience (Oswald, 2011). When a retailer succeeds 
in offering an experience within a retail store with the help of specific experiences, the 
intangible features are adding a value to the product and the retailer is able to have premium 
pricing on the merchandise. A strong brand identity with well-established aesthetic features is 
also able to achieve a better communication impact with the same exposure when compared to 
a competitor with a weaker identity. The consumers today are constantly receiving all kinds of 
information from multiple sources, and therefore the communication of a brand must be 
distinctive in terms of aesthetics. The idea of aesthetics strategy is to unite corporate and 
marketing strategies and use them to communicate the company’s mission, strategies, 
objectives as well as culture through visual means. The end result of an aesthetic strategy is to 
create and reinforce an identity for the company and the brand (Schmitt & Simonsen, 1997).  
 
The fashion retailers are making a statement of itself through not only the products and services, 
but also through the retail environment. The retail environment should therefore reflect the 
image of the brand or the entire organization. Visual cues are playing a crucial role in creating 
the image and tone within the retail space. The cues are providing information for the customers 
such as inconsistent displays may indicate sloppiness and poor quality while polished floors 
and clean space may indicate a more high-quality products and brand. It’s the specific 
combination of different visual cues that is creating the overall image and therefore requires 
strategic planning. High-end boutiques are an example of the type of retailers using visual cues 
strategically to create customer impressions of exclusivity, high-end products, expensiveness, 
high quality and superior customer service. As when it comes to the fashion retailers in general, 
the aesthetics strategy should indeed be synonymous to marketing strategy as the products 
themselves are aesthetic in nature (Schmitt & Simonsen, 1997).  

Multiple researchers argue that the flagship store is the most important store of a retailer 
(Mikunda, 2006; Diamond, 2006; Frings, 2009; Varley, 2013) and it represents the highest 
ideals of the brand image (Bell & Ternus, 2011). The retail brand personality and core values 
should therefore be evident in the visual design of a flagship store (Park et al. 2015). Mores 
(2007) is highlighting the flagship stores function of translating the brands marketing strategy 
into a 360-degree experience of consumption while representing the brands prime mass 
medium. Doyle et al. (2008) are describing flagship stores as management devices that are used 
to establish experiences and to provide a context for the wider activities of a brand. The concept 
should therefore not be understood as means of product distribution, but as means of brand 
consolidation. The fundamental characteristics of flagship stores are listed as; (1) larger format 
stores, (2) major city or large footfall stores, (3) architectural iconicism in high investment 
buildings, interiors and fittings, (4) wide range of products, and (5) high level service and brand 
experience (Doyle et al. 2008).  

Oswald (2011) is also pointing out the role of semiology within the branded retail spaces. As 
signs, the visual cues are participating to the brands discourse with the customers. The brand is 
communicating with the customers through the store architecture, design and merchandising 
elements within the retail spaces and exteriors. There are three types of codes structuring the 
communication within a branded retail space; (1) merchandising codes, (2) cultural codes, and 
(3) branding codes. Merchandising codes are relating to the codes associated in retailing in 
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general, i.e. product displays, fitting rooms, cashier, and they guide the customer through the 
retail space. The customer flow is guided typically with lighting and signage and shelves and 
tables are used to categorize the products for the customer. Cultural codes are reflecting the 
meaning of shopping in the consumer culture and forming the blueprint that marks the social 
experience that is labelled as shopping. Branding codes are used to communicate the unique 
positioning and identity of a brand within the retail space. An example of these branding codes 
is evident in the retail outlets of Victoria’s Secret; the décor, distinctive lighting and placement 
of mirrors is communicating the brand’s promise of hedonistic indulgence (Oswald, 2011).  
 

2.1.1 The Concept of Visual Merchandising 

Kerfoot et al. (2003) pointed out the increase in customer expectations regarding the in-store 
design and visual merchandising (VM). Customers are demanding for ‘shopping excitement’ 
that should be supported with innovative in-store design and distinctive VM actions. The 
authors also give criticism towards previous research that has considered interior displays in an 
overly simplistic manner neglecting the strategic opportunities of VM, such as brand 
recognition and differentiation that it’s able to provide for a retailer (Kerfoot et al. 2003).  

Visual merchandising is argued to be in a crucial role within fashion brand’s retail 
communication. The visual communication within retail spaces is an effective tool in brand 
image building when it’s align with elements such as layout, quality, and selection (Lea-
Greenwood, 2013; Birtwistle & Shearer, 2001).  The concept has been discussed from various 
perspectives by different scholars. Lea-Greenwood (2009, p. 88) highlighted the aesthetic 
aspects of the function as she argues that “visual merchandising is the physical representation 
and communication cue of the brand or the retailer, through creative grouping and presentation 
of merchandise in windows and in the store”.  The complexity of the defining the concept is 
perhaps linked to the overall confusion of which attributes should be linked to the function. 
Nobbs et al. (2015) listed the most important visual merchandising attributes to clarify the 
prevailing confusion; (1) displays, (2) point-of-sale, (3) in-store advertising, (4) store design, 
(5) merchandise, (6) information, (7) store appearance, (8) store atmosphere, (9) store layout, 
and (10) store location. Considering the impressive listing, it’s apparent that the definition 
should be something much broader than just visual merchandising displays (VMD) that are 
employing also additional objects, props, fixtures, materials, posters, frills, and colors to 
enhance the appeal of the merchandise presented (Cant & Hefer, 2014).  
 
The operational and strategic nature of visual merchandising is stressed in the definition of Barr 
& Field (1997, cited in Nobbs et al. 2015, p. 6); “intertwining arts and science by injecting 
visual personality that sparks imagination within customers, leading them to the point of 
purchase”. Kerfoot et al. (2003) also argue for the importance of customers decoding the visual 
communication appropriately so the aim of positive psychological or behavioral outcome is 
fulfilled. Bailey and Baker (2014) understand visual merchandising both as a communication 
tool and as a commercial tool. As a communication tool it uses narratives and storytelling that 
signifies the brand, while simultaneously it operates as a commercial tool and as a silent 
salesperson responsible for merchandising and increasing sales at price points. Multiple 
retailers concerned of the coherence of brand communication are integrating visual 
merchandising with other marketing functions by using external campaigns with the in-store 
promotions to support the coherent communication in all communication channels. As a part of 
the shopping experience, visual merchandising produces entertainment by engaging customers 
in the store and providing escapism and inspiration. The distinctiveness of the shopping 
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experience is reinforced with the use of art and creativity in unique selling points (Bailey & 
Baker, 2014).  
 
Varley (2013), on the other hand, emphasizes VM as a part of the product management process 
that focuses on the presentation of the products in the retail outlet. VM is the final step in the 
product management process, following the range planning, product selection and supplier 
liaising, and getting the product through the supply chain. It could be seen as the final function 
combining the commercial and design approach within the retail space that aims to achieve the 
product management objectives by providing the products with the best opportunity to sell. The 
central purpose of visual merchandising is therefore to present the products in their best 
advantage resulting in increased attractiveness of the store and improved image perception of 
the customers (Varley, 2013).  
 

2.1.1.1 Management approaches 
 
The trend in recent years has been the move towards centralized management of visual 
merchandising within fashion brands operating with multiple stores. Central approach relies on 
the centrally planned VM instructions that are distributed to the stores to be implemented 
accordingly. Instructions should be so detailed that they are easily copied in the retail floor and 
as a result each store should look identical and communicate the same messages to the 
customers (Varley, 2013).  The centralization of VM has given it a more strategic profile, which 
hasn’t been researched enough within the literature. The lack of academic research exists even 
though the centralized approach has proven to have several benefits such as the ability (1) to 
produce more coherent brand image, (2) differentiate a brand from competitors, (3) to integrate 
promotional efforts in different corporate functions, and (4) to use technology to make the 
processes more convenient for different parties within the corporation (Lea- Greenwood, 1998).  
 
Kerfoot et al. (2003) are criticizing fashion retailers of overemphasizing sales promotions and 
underestimating the possibility to differentiate their brand images with visual merchandising. 
Even though visual merchandising has proven to have an impact on customers purchasing 
behavior, the customers are less likely to recognize a brand based on visual merchandising as 
they feel all the stores look the same. Lea-Greenwood (2013) also argues that the similar visual 
look among fashion retailers is due to the safe and foolproof strategies the brands are using 
globally across all their stores. The alternative approach to VM management is a local approach, 
where the store staff themselves are responsible for the visual merchandising. Local approach 
allows the retailer to adapt to the local markets preferences and to react more quickly to the 
changes in the trends and competition at the marketplace (Varley, 2013). 
 

2.2 Window Display 
 
Lewison (1998, cited in Nobbs et al. 2015, p. 6) characterizes window displays as “non-
personal presentations and exhibitions of merchandise together with rated information”. And 
they are commonly understood to be consumer-facing as well as aesthetic (Nobbs et al., 2015. 
Window displays often act as the first communication point between the customer and a store, 
and they traditionally utilize some of the key elements of visual merchandising e.g. layout, 
theme, light, and color. In addition to acting as the first interaction point between a brand and 
consumer, a window display also acts as the starting point for the entire shopping experience.  
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For the passers-by, window display can act as an exhibition of beautiful and fashionable objects 
that are placed there to inspire and communicate style and design of the merchandise. The 
message communicated should therefore be created with the target customer in mind to provide 
meaningful content designed for them (Christopoulou, 2011). Park et al. (1986) are understand 
window display as a mix of art, fashion, design and marketing that has a great influence on the 
identity and overall image of the retailer behind it.  
 
The strategic role of a window displays, and visual merchandising in more general, is to 
communicate the brand and its offer to the target group, regardless of the market. The objective 
for the visual merchandising strategy is to differentiate the merchandise offer and the brand 
image from the competitors while increasing sales and profits. Once brand and store image have 
been established, it should help to communicate the symbolic meaning of products. The visual 
design surrounding the merchandise should be understood as cultural symbols expressing 
societal meanings and communal structures (Park et al. 2015).  
 
As a silent salesperson and communication tool for a retail store, window displays are not only 
communicating the type and positioning of the merchandise available within the store, but they 
also communicate the strategies and corporate images of the featured brands (Somoon & 
Sahachaisaeree, 2010). Barnes and Lea-Greenwood (2010, p. 761) are also emphasizing the 
window as a crucial communication tool for a fashion brand as they describe it as “an important 
communication tool, which can attract the target consumer by creating a display that is 
pertinent to their needs”. They understand the window display as the showcase for the brand 
with only one opportunity to lure the target customer into the store.  
 
A lot of effort is put into the design and implementation of a window displays, and they are 
commonly used to create moods, project attitudes, educate the customer, make announcements 
and present different fashion statements. The design of a display requires careful selection of 
lighting, props, color, texture, scale, mannequins, forms, signing, and theme. A memorable and 
distinct window display has the ability to affect the overall store image and to create a reputation 
of fashion leadership while promoting the differentiation at the marketplace (Bell & Ternus, 
2011). To strategically approach window display design, its crucial to consider the uniqueness 
of the brand identity and the connotations that come with it (Nobbs et al. 2015). 
 

2.2.1 Window Display as a Brand Management Device 
 
Csaba and Bengtsson (2006) are pointing out a shift in the field of branding; the emphasis is 
moving from identifying products towards the management of meanings through different 
brand identity systems. Aaker (2012) argues that the brand identity offers direction, purpose 
and meaning for the brand and it combines a set of brand associations that the brand managers 
are keen to create and maintain. While the brand image is the actual perception of the brand, 
the identity is defined by how the organization behind the brand would like it to be perceived 
(Aaker, 2012). The brand image is the end result and the interpretation of the identity that is 
decoded through the messages the retailer is sending at the marketplace, representing the other 
end of the communication loop between the brand and the customer (Csaba and Bengtsson, 
2006).  
 
Pegler (2012), Morgan (2011), Bell and Ternus (2011), and Portas (1999) all agree that window 
displays are playing a crucial role in the communication of brand identity, hence the position in 
the market. Nobbs et al. (2015) point out the dual purpose of a window display: (1) fashion 
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brands use them to differentiate themselves while (2) customers use them to identify the brand. 
They argue that to select a window display strategy, one needs to consider both the uniqueness 
of the brand identity and the desired connotations that comes with it. Sen et al. (2002) argued 
that the most successful window displays utilize communication cues that provide store image 
information and allow the customer to infer fit. Varley (2013) also discusses the ability of visual 
merchandising to position the brand in the marketplace. The positioning can be communicated 
through highlighting and drawing attention to specific products that are selected to set the tone 
for the brand. Lea-Greenwood & Barnes (2010) labelled the products reflecting the positioning 
strategy as the hero pieces, and point out that the same products used in the displays are often 
highlighted in media. Hero pieces often have a strong fashion appeal and selected based on their 
representativeness of the fashion message the brand is pursuing to communicate. As these 
products are likely to stand out, they often play a leading role in fashion stories displayed inside 
of the store and in the store windows. 
 
Arvidsson (2006) argues that consumers are using brand as means of production and brand 
management is concerned with proposing branded goods as tools that the consumers can use to 
create their own meanings. What the consumer then buys is just not the brand but what they 
can produce with it, i.e. what they are able to become with the brand. In terms of a window 
display, the brand represented in the display is trying to demonstrate the outcome of consumer 
consuming the particular brand. 
 

2.2.2 Constructing Elements of a Window Display 
 
Bell & Ternus (2011) discuss about two most common types of window displays; enclosed and 
open-back windows, which are affecting the displays the retailer is able to create within them. 
An enclosed window has a solid back wall with a glass front facing the street, typically in a 
form of a box. The concept of retail theatre is often linked to the enclosed windows (Bell & 
Ternus, 2011; Diamond & Diamond, 2011) as they tend to borrow elements from theatrical 
production in the pursuit to either create ambiance or conceal artifice. Open-back windows lack 
the solid background of a window and, in some cases, the merchandise presented in the in-store 
displays acts simultaneously as a window display. Another option for an open-back window is 
to place a display platform in front of the window and to create a formal display on top of it. 
The platform acts as the differentiator between the selling floor and the window display area, 
and the customer is able to view the display from both inside and outside of the store. Open-
back windows typically include only simple props as the display is competing with the fashion 
messages and activities presented in the store’s main floor. To avoid the customer confusion 
with multiple simultaneous messages from the window and in-store displays, the open-back 
window requires developing strong focal points, color schemes, and merchandise themes. A 
common way for retailers operating with open-back windows is to separate the window display 
area by placing a poster behind the display (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  
 

2.2.2.1 Themes and Schemes 
 
Theme in a window display is described as the ‘topic’ of the display while the term scheme 
refers to the use of the same theme in multiple windows simultaneously. A scheme is often used 
by department stores as they tend to have several windows that can be used to reinforce the 
impact through repeating a same theme. Themes are often seasonal or commentary upon the 
current social, political or economic trends, and they refer to the creative elements that are 
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supporting the products presented. Themes and schemes are important as they are needed to 
create drama, tell a story and to inspire the viewers and they are constructed through different 
design attributes such as color, props and the relevant merchandise (Morgan, 2011).  
 

2.2.2.2 Design Attributes 

Bell & Ternus (2011) are listing size, sequence, tension, unity and harmony, balance, repetition, 
rhythm, emphasis and contrast as well as surprise among the common strategies of a window 
display.  

Size  

Using size as the merchandise strategy in a window display is about adjusting the proportion, 
ratio, mass or scale of the merchandise. Size is a design element that is often used to alter the 
apparent size of the product in a display to make it seem small or large in contrast. The viewer 
of the display is likely to notice the small merchandise as the eye focuses on the product’s 
disparity of the larger props or merchandise surrounding it. Size can therefore be used to 
establish the emphasis of a display and the emphasis can therefore be interpreted to present a 
visual cue that the retailer is pursuing to communicate (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

Sequence  

Sequence is often used in a display that wishes to communicate the selection of a store and 
therefore the positioning of a store as, for instance, a store for the entire family. Sequence of 
merchandise from small to large and vice versa is commonly used to communicate the 
availability of different sizes (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

Tension  

Composition can be described as the plan of the element spacing within work of art and its 
aiming for a response from the viewer side. The presentation of art is aesthetically pleasing 
when the elements appear in balance and offering a cue that something is disturbing the 
equilibrium therefore creates a tension in the display (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

Unity & Harmony  

Unity of a display is evident when all the elements in the display make a balanced, harmonious 
and complete whole. The creation of unity is achieved by the selection of merchandise and 
supporting props and harmony is bringing the unity visible. Unity and Harmony are typically 
important in merchandising strategies that are utilizing more than one window at the same time, 
continuing the narrative from one window to another (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

Balance  

Balance within visual merchandising is defined as the equality of optical weight and importance 
resulting as a unified presentation. Formal balance refers to the symmetry between elements 
whereas informal balance is asymmetrical. The use of formal balance is common for 
conservative and restrained displays communicating also certain type of merchandise selection 
by portraying elegant and restrained mood (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  
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Rhythm & Repetition 

Repetition is used to reinforce a message by providing consistency and familiarity. Repetition 
creates a certain visual rhythm, i.e. the visual movement within a display. Rhythm is created 
through using effects such as lines, shapes, colors, heights, and forms. As the customers eye 
travels along the patterns established by the composition of the design, the merchandise 
message is reinforced (Bell & Ternus, 2011). 

Emphasis, Contrast and Surprise 

Emphasis and contrast are used to highlight the features of the merchandise and therefore 
reflects the aspects the retailer is seeking to communicate to the customer. Emphasis and 
contrast is often created with color, lighting, placement, repetition, signing and graphics. The 
element of surprise is often created through using elements of tension within a display. Surprise 
is also a way to create memorable displays to promote differentiation at the marketplace (Bell 
& Ternus, 2011). 

2.2.2.3 Key Elements 

Color and Lighting 

Pegler (2012) and Bell & Ternus (2011) argue for color being the greatest motivation for 
purchasing, overruling attributes such as size, fit or price of the merchandise. Different colors 
have different psychological meanings that produce cognitive visual stimulus (Park et al. 2015) 
affecting the customers’ sensory experiences and therefore it can be argued to have an enormous 
effect on the shopping experience customer enters in the retail store. Color can also affect the 
impulse buying behavior as the eye typically has a quick reaction to it (Nobbs et al. 2015). 
Lighting could be described as the backbone of the overall atmosphere as it has the ability to 
create different dimensions to the retail space and window display. Lighting in the window 
display has a theatrical goal as well as its used to create mood and drama while arousing 
excitement (Bell & Ternus, 2011). The correct use of lighting is argued to account 75 % of the 
success of a window display (Nobbs et al. 2015).  

Mannequins 

The fashion retail store’s window display communicates the stores fashion leadership position 
by displaying the newest merchandise available inside of the store. The window can also be 
used to educate the customer about the current trends and how the customer can coordinate 
them with accessories and shoes. Common way for the retailers is to exemplify this with the 
use of mannequins (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

Of all the components of a display, the mannequins often act as a focal point, especially in the 
industry of fashion (Diamond & Diamond, 2011). Mannequins should be understood as the 
physical representation of a brand. They communicate in the way they are styled and dressed 
and how they pose. In order to create attention and communicate effectively to the target group, 
the mannequin must relate to the customers’ self-image. The mannequins represented in the 
marketplace are depicting the current anatomical and social trends or events as well as value 
shifts (Bell & Ternus, 2011). Bell & Ternus (2011) are weighting the selection of right 
mannequins equally important as recruiting the right employees to the retail store. In the ideal 
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case, both the mannequins and the employees represent the merchandise in appealing and 
effective way and resulting as increased sales of the merchandise.  

The identity of a brand is guiding the selection of the type of the mannequins. The retailer needs 
to consider the options between realistic, action-posed abstract forms and custom designed 
mannequins that could be based on for example a popular model at the moment (Bell & Ternus, 
2011). When displayed in the window, they offer cues on what type of merchandise can be 
found inside and what type of store it is (Lea-Greenwood, 2013). For instance, a brand offering 
classic fashions is more likely to use more abstract and neutral mannequins, whereas a fast 
fashion chain needs to update the mannequins more frequently to reflect the current fashion 
directions, lifestyle trends and social attitudes (Bell & Ternus, 2011).  

The placing of mannequins in the window display is not random, but they are typically 
represented strategically in a group off odd numbers. Triangle shape grouping of three 
mannequins is common since it’s understood to capture customer attention as the human eye 
tend to look for balance the grouping does not offer and therefore keeps on looking when it 
can't find it. As a result, the customer will spend more time on looking at the display giving the 
visual communication more time to be more effective (Lea-Greenwood, 2013). The positioning 
of a brand is also visible in the use of mannequins as presenting only one mannequin elegantly 
in the window sends a message of exclusive merchandise, while a display filled with multiple 
mannequins emphasizes the price and is more likely to appeal to a budget-conscious customer 
(Diamond & Diamond, 2011). 

Props 

Props are objects that are visually supporting the merchandise presented. Props might have 
empathy with the merchandise or vice versa, nothing to do with the merchandise. The purpose 
of the props is to enhance the merchandise in the same manner as they do on film sets or on a 
theatrical stage. Props are selected by their suitability to the theme and their ability to create 
drama. Bold and surprising props are the retailers tool to create impressions as too much 
merchandise might interfere with the artistic composition (Morgan, 2011).  

Graphics and Signage 

Graphics and signage are a retailers’ way to communicate statements through windows. The 
statement might be price driven or informative, and they are commonly used to support the 
window theme or as props that ties the entire window scheme together. The length of text is 
typically short as the window might only have few seconds to catch the customers’ attention 
(Morgan, 2011). 
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2.2.3 Semiotics of a Window Display 

At the heart of any form of visual communication is the specific combination of different visual 
elements that are addressing different meanings and cues to the receiver of the message. The 
different elements are forming a whole in the eyes of the viewer and the information loaded 
within the cues are then processed on a mental level (Jamieson, 2007). Based on this viewpoint, 
window display can be understood as a form of visual communication, consisting of multiple 
visual cues that were discussed in the previous chapters.  

To uncover these visual cues and the messages they are pursuing to communicate, a semiotic 
research approach is applicable. The research approach is feasible when the purpose of the 
research is not just to research the communication process from the sender to the receiver, but 
to research the actual production of the meaning (Baldwind & Roberts, 2006). Semiotics has 
two traditions that hold fairly different perspectives. The first one was created by a Swiss 
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) who understood semiotics as a structure where a 
sign is a combination of the signified and the signifier (see figure 1) (Roberts & Baldwin, 2006). 
Signified is understood to present the form a sign might take, while the signified refers to a 
concept. Together the signifier and the signified are forming a relationship and the process is 
called the signification (Chandler, 2007). The relationship between the two is however arbitrary 
as there is no evitable connection between the two. Chandler (2007) uses the example of the 
word ‘open’ a customer views at the store entrance. The word ‘open’ acts as the signifier and 
the signified concept would be that the store is open for business. The relationship between the 
two is arbitrary as the word ‘open’ on a push-button in an elevator would stand for different 
signified i.e. open the door (Chandler, 2007). American philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce 
(1839-1914) understood semiotics as a social process and his approach was threefold; (1) the 
representamen, i.e. how it is represented, (2) the object, i.e. what is represented, and (3) the 
interpretant, i.e. how it is interpreted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Saussure’s Model of the Sign (Chandler, 2007, p. 14) 
 
 

Barthes (1986) argued that semiotics is applicable to the clothing system as he understood 
clothing as ‘a systematized set of signs and rules’ (Barthes, 1986, p. 26). The clothing system 
guides the way people dress to different cultural contexts and for instance there are rules on 
how ‘Western’ clothes should look like and dress has a long history of acting as a social class 
signifier (Kawamura, 2005). In the context of fashion retailing, the merchandise sold are not 
the only elements that are loaded with visual cues or signs. The entire retail environment, 
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including the window display setting, is composed with signs in textual or visual form, and their 
purpose is to communicate something to the customers and can therefore be approach as the 
signs system of a fashion retail store.  
 
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) have clarified three metafunctions of a visual design and/or 
semiotic sign; (1) the ideational, (2) the interpersonal, and (3) the textual. The ideational 
metafunction is described to be a function that represents “the world around and inside us” 
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 15). Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) argue that any semiotic 
mode needs to have an ability to represent different aspects of the world as it is experienced by 
people. Therefore, a semiotic mode “has to be able to represent objects and their relations in a 
world outside the representational system” (p. 42). The ideational metafunction is referring to 
the actual content as its represented, expressed and constructing an experience (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). Halliday (cited in Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 15) elaborates the 
interpersonal metafunction as “a function of enacting social interactions as social relations” 
that is, a semiotic mode needs to be able to represent social relations and interactions between 
the sign-producer, the viewer as well as the object represented. Each message entity, i.e. texts, 
attempts to build a coherent “world of the text”, fulfilling the textual metafunction of a world 
where each element of the text is coherent not only internally but is also coherent with the 
environments that is relevant to it (Kress & van Leeuwen 2006, p. 15). These metafunctions 
will be further elaborated in chapter 2.3, that introduces the analytical framework for this 
research.  
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2.3 Analytical Framework  
 
As discussed earlier in this research, a window display can be understood as a three-dimensional 
image that serves as a semiotic resource. The analytic framework of this study is based on the 
three metafunctions of semiotics modes as discussed in theory of the grammar of visual design 
by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006).  
 

 
 

Figure 2. Analytical Framework of this Research (Adapted from Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) 
 

2.3.1 The Ideational Metafunction 
 
Kress & van Leeuwen (2006) defined the ideational metafunction as follows; “the ability of 
semiotic systems to represent objects and their relations in a world outside the representational 
system or in the semiotic systems of a culture” (p. 47). The authors use the term ‘participant’ as 
a substitute for objects and elements as the word can be used to describe all participants 
involved, i.e. interactive participants and represented participants. The interactive participants 
are involved with the act of communication by reading, listening, writing, speaking of viewing 
it, while the represented participants are constituting to the subject matter of communication 
such as people, places and things. To put it simply to the context of a window display, the 
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interactive partners are the image-producers (the brand) and the image-viewers (the consumers) 
and the represented participant is the subjective of the communication through the window 
display (i.e. mannequins, props, etc.). Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) made a distinction 
between two types of connection patterns between the represented participants; narrative and 
conceptual (Figure 4.) 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Main types of visual representational structure (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 59) 
 
 

2.3.1.1 Narrative Process 
 
Narrative process gathers the represented participants together through vectors. The existence 
of vectors indicates that the participants are connected to or affecting one another. Different 
types of narrative processes can be distinguished based on the type of vectors and the type and 
amount of participants involved (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
 
Action Process 
 
One type of narrative process is the action process. The participant from which the vector 
emanates, or which itself forms the vector, is called the ´actor’ and the ‘goal’ towards which 
the vector is directed is called the passive participant. To identity the ‘actor’ within images, 
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) are pointing out that these participants are often the most salient 
ones through size, place in composition, contrast against background, color saturation or 
conspicuousness, sharpness of focus, as well as trough psychological salience some participants 
may have for viewers. The psychological salience can for instance be a human figure or face. 
In the case of only one participant presented in an image, the participant is often the actor and 
the action process is called non-transactional. The process has no goal as its not aimed at anyone 
or anything. In a case of actor and goal both presented in an image, the process is labelled 
transactional action process. Images with actions that are including the goal but not actors are 
called events i.e. something is happening to someone, but the viewer cannot see who or what is 
making it happen (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
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Reactional Process 
 
In the reactional process, eyeline or a glance is forming the vector and instead of using the term 
actor, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) are using the term ‘reacter’. Likewise, the term goal 
transforms into ‘phenomena’. The reacter must not necessarily be human, but it can be in any 
other form that is capable of facial expression. In case of both reactor and phenomenon existing 
in an image, the reaction is called transactional and in a case when the reactor is not looking at 
any other participant, the process is called non-transactional (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
 
Circumstances 
 
Narrative images can also contain secondary participants, i.e. participants related to the main 
participants but no by means of vectors. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) are referring those 
participants as ‘circumstances’. The circumstances could be left out of an image without 
affecting the basic proposition, but cutting them out would result as a loss of information. There 
are three types of circumstances; (1) setting, (2) means, and (3) accompaniment. Setting will 
relate participants to other participants and it requires a contrast in foreground and background. 
Means are often the tools that are forming the vector, for example in a window display a 
mannequin is reaching her hand towards something. Accompaniment often gives the viewer 
more information about the main participant rather than about the action (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). 
 

2.3.1.2 Conceptual Pattern 
 
The conceptual patterns are representing the participants in relation to their class, structure and 
meaning. The pattern therefore represents the participants in terms of their generalized, timeless 
essence while the narrative patterns are unfolding the actions and events as well as processes of 
change. The conceptual pattern never has a vector in the communication, as a contradiction to 
the narrative patterns. The conceptual processes can be further divided into three categories of; 
(1) classificational, (2) analytical, and (3) symbolical (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
 
Classificational Processes 
 
Classificational process involves at least one ‘subordinate’ participant with respect to one or 
multiple other ‘superordinate’ participants. The classification process represents the 
taxonomical relationship between the two. To identify the taxonomies within an image, one 
should seek for the proposed equivalence between the subordinates that is visually realized 
through a symmetrical composition. For instance, a group of subordinates represented in the 
same size and orientated similarly in relation to horizontal and vertical axes and lastly placed 
at equal distance from each other communicates the taxonomy between the participants (Kress 
& van Leeuwen, 2006). 
 
Analytical Processes 
 
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) explain that the analytical processes are representing 
participants within a part – whole -structure. The structure involves two type of participants; 
the carrier (whole) and the possessive attributes (parts). The analytical processes can be further 
on divided into multiple different processes of which this research discusses only the 
unstructured and exhaustive analytical processes as they are applicable to the context of window 
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displays. The unstructured analytical process is showing the possessive attributes of the carrier 
without revealing the carrier itself. In other words, its showing the parts, but doesn’t indicate 
how the participants are related to each other to make a whole. In contradiction to the 
unstructured analytical process, the exhaustive process the carrier is represented as made out of 
a number of possessive attributes that are revealing the whole (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  
 
Symbolic Processes 
 
There are type types of symbolic processes; symbolic attributive and symbolic suggestive that 
are depicting what the participant means or is. In the case of symbolic attributive, there are two 
participants; the carrier, whose meaning or identity is established in the relation and the 
participant (symbolic attributive) that is representing the meaning or identity itself. In the 
symbolic suggestive process, there is only one participant (the carrier) whose symbolic meaning 
is established in some other way and the image often tends to de-emphasize the mood or 
atmosphere. To clarify the symbolic attributive process, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) explain 
that human participants more often pose for the viewer rather than represent an on-going action. 
To identify symbolic attributes from an image, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) list following 
characteristics; 
 

(1) They are made salient in the presentation by placing them in foreground, through being 
remarkably lit and presented in detail, having a sharp focus or emphasizing their color 
or tone.   

(2) They are pointed with a gesture that is not an actual action. 
(3) They don’t blend in to the mass. 
(4) They are associated with some symbolic values (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 

 

2.3.2 The Interpersonal Metafunction 
 
As the ideational metafunction is concerned of the visual resources representing interactions 
and conceptual relationships between participants, the interpersonal metafunction focuses on 
the relationship between the producer and viewer of an image. All visuals involve two type of 
participants; the represented participants and interactive participants and therefore three types 
of relationships are occurring in the context of a window display; (1) relationships between the 
represented participants (the people, places and things depicted in the display), (2) the 
relationships between the represented and interactive participants (the brand producing the 
display and the consumers viewing the image), and (3) relationships between the interactive 
participants (the consumers viewing the image) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The interaction 
with the viewers of the image can be made through gaze, frame size and perspectives, which 
are discussed next in this chapter. 
 

2.3.2.1 The Gaze 
 
In some images, the represented participant looks directly into the eyes of the viewer and the 
interaction forms a vector between the two. There might also be another vector such as hand 
gesture to the same direction as the gaze. The end result of these processes is two-fold; the eye 
contact and gesture directly address the viewer with what Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, p. 
118) call “a visual you” as well as form an “image act” where the represented participants aim 
to create an impact on the viewer, inviting them into a relation with them. The relationship 
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might be signified also by a facial expression or another type of gesture. Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006) call this type of gaze ‘demand’, as the producer of the image is using it to do something 
to the viewer; the participant’s gaze demands something from the viewer and invites them to 
form an imaginary relationship with them. The type of facial expression or gesture then signals 
what type of relationship it would be.  
 
Images can also address the viewer indirectly, and in that case the viewer becomes the subject 
rather than the object of the gaze. As no contact is made, the viewer is left as the invisible 
onlooker of the image and offered for information and contemplation. Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006) label this type of a gaze ‘offer’, as it offers the represented participants to the viewer as 
they were examples in a display case. 
 

2.3.2.2 Frame Size and Social Distance 
 
The size of the frame is another dimension of the interactive meanings of images. The size of 
frame deals with choices between close-up, medium shot, long shot, etc. The producer of the 
image has to make decisions regarding how close they wish to depict the image to the viewer. 
The frame size can be used to hint the relationship between both the represented participants 
and interactive participants, as social distance tends to guide the physical distance. For instance, 
a close-up shot suggests a close social distance. A close-up shot depicts only a head and 
shoulders of the subject, medium close-shot depicts the subject above waistline while medium 
shot also shows the knees. In a long shot, the human figure covers about half of the size of the 
frame and very long shot covers even more than that. 
 

2.3.2.3 Perspective and the Subjective Image 
 
Selecting a perspective, or an angle, is a possible way to express subjective attributes towards 
the represented participants. The subjective attitudes are often socially determined attitudes but 
they are encoded as if they were subjective, individual and unique. Objective images lack the 
built-in point of view and whereas subjective image only offers the viewer a certain angle to 
the image, the objective image reveals everything there is to know about the represented 
participants. Different power relations apply between the represented and interactive 
participants depending on the angle of the image. Vertical high angle suggests that the 
interactive participant has the power over the represented participant, whereas low angle 
suggests the opposite. The power between the participants equals at the eye level view point. 
Horizontal frontal angle suggests involvement between the participants, while oblique angle 
refers to detachment (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  
 

2.3.3 The Textual Metafunction 
 
The textual metafunction is used to understand the composition of an image. To put it simply, 
it aims to explain how different elements are combined to create the meaningful whole. The 
composition can be interpreted through three interrelated systems; (1) information value, (2) 
salience, and (3) framing and Kress & van Leeuwen (2006) argue that these three principles of 
composition are applicable to not only traditional images but also different types of visuals, i.e. 
composite visuals, visuals with text and images or graphic elements (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006).  
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2.3.3.1 Information Value 
 
Information value refers to the placement of elements within an image (see figure 5). Different 
´places’ in the image contain specific information value, i.e. left and right, top and bottom, and 
center and margin. Elements placed on the left side are labelled as given, consisting information 
that the viewer already knows. As a contradiction, elements on the right side are often loaded 
with surprising and new information and the viewer should pay special attention to it. Kress 
and van Leeuwen (2006, p. 181) describe the structure as ideological as it “may not correspond 
to what is the case either for the producer or for the consumer of the image or layout.”  
 
Vertical placement, i.e. top and bottom, of elements can be interpreted as signal of ‘ideal’ and 
‘real’ information composing the value within an image. The top part of an image is commonly 
showing the ideal and the generalized essence of the information, while the lower part is loaded 
with real, specific and more practical information. In other words, the top section depicts what 
might be, while the bottom section depicts what something is (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  
 
The third structure of visual composition is the use of center and margin. In this structure, one 
element is placed in the middle, and all the other elements are surrounding it and referred as the 
margins. The center element is understood as the nucleus of information and all the other 
elements are understood as subservient, dependent elements (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 4. The dimensions of visual space (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 197) 

 

2.3.3.2 Salience 
 
The composition of an image involves different amounts of salience in the elements presented. 
Salience is not dependent on where the different elements are placed, but it determines the 
hierarchy between the different elements. It points out which elements are more important than 
others, or which ones should the viewer pay attention to as the greater the weight of an element, 
the greater its salience is. Salience results from a complex interaction between elements such 
as size, sharpness of focus, tonal contrast, color contrasts, placement in the visual field, 
perspective, and elements overlapping other elements, and cultural factors (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006).  
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2.3.3.3 Framing 
 
Elements in an image might be strongly or weakly framed. The stronger the framing of an 
element, the more clearly its presented as a separate unit of information. The absence of framing 
is emphasizing a group identity whereas a strong framing refers to individuality and 
differentiation. Framing is often visible through actual frames, white spaces between elements, 
or discontinuities of colors. The connections between different elements might be presented 
through multiple ways and Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) are using the examples of 
emphasizing vectors, depicting elements or abstract graphic elements that are leading the 
viewers eye from one element to another, often starting with the most salient element. 
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3 Method 
This chapter describes the method used for this research. It briefly introduces semiotics as a 
research method and then discusses the research design of the study. The chapter concludes 
with discussions of reliability and validity as a part of the trustworthiness of this research. The 
images used as research objects as well as the analytical framework table used to gather the 
data can be viewed in appendix 8.1 & 8.2. 
 

3.1 Research Approach 

The method selected for the research is mixed, as it combines elements of semiotic analysis 
together with qualitative analysis. Even though a quantitative approach was considered in order 
to enable a clear, numerical comparison between different research objects, qualitative research 
approach was selected due to its appropriateness to let theories and concepts to emerge from 
data. There is a lack of previous research on the linkages between brand communication and 
window displays, and therefore more theory was needed to generate from the data. Qualitative 
approach is described useful, when the purpose of the research is to produce concepts and 
explain a phenomenon. The approach also leaves room for surprising and unexpected findings, 
and yet it allows attention also for the minor details within a broad context (Bryman & Bell, 
2015).  

3.1.1 Semiotics 
 
As argued in chapter 2.2.3, a window display can be interpreted as a semiotic resource 
composed with multiple semiotic signs. Hence, a semiotic analysis is suitable for interpreting 
signs in this research. Bryson (1991, cited in Gillian, 2001) states that human culture is 
composed of signs that stand for something else than itself and people inhabiting the culture are 
busying themselves by making sense of those signs. Semiotic research approach is feasible 
when the purpose is to take an image apart and understand how is it relating to the broader 
system of meanings. One of its advantages is argued to be the elaborate analytical vocabulary 
that is used to describe the way signs make sense (Gillian, 2001). 
 
Van Leeuwen (2007, p. 92) also argues for visual semiotics being particularly useful when 
researching the representational and symbolic meanings of people, places and things presented 
in different types of images as “...visual semiotics studies only the image itself, and treats 
cultural meanings as a given currency which is shared by everyone who is at all acculturated 
to contemporary popular culture, and which can then be activated by the style and content of 
the image...”. Visual semiotics provides arguments for evaluation whether elements, such as 
poses, objects, style, angle, focus and lightning, can be understood as symbolic (van Leeuwen, 
2007). In this research, semiotic analysis is applied in order to understand the meaning the 
window displays are conveying and examine whether it corresponds with the brand identity the 
producer of the window is claiming. The semiotic analysis follows the analytical framework 
adapted from Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), which was discussed in more detail in chapter 
2.3.  This specific framework was selected due to its suitability to produce concrete analysis of 
visual content.  
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3.1.2 Sampling 
 
In the study of semiotics, images are often chosen based on how interesting they are in terms 
of concepts. Images are then interpreted in close relation to semiological theory, and the 
following discussion is often emphasizing the exemplifying analytical points (Gillian, 2001). A 
chain store unit operated by a large fashion company was selected as a sample as the visual 
merchandising is produced at the headquarters and is therefore more likely to be systematically 
organized when compared for example to independent stand-alone boutiques. Trough 
photographing the same window display six times allows observations of repeating signs and 
elements and hence, making conclusions about them. The specific window was selected due to 
its size, which was one of the largest in the Helsinki central area and therefore occupying 
multiple visual elements when compared to smaller windows in the same area.  
 
As this research relies on purposive sampling, the sampling process started by locating a 
representative or exemplifying case. The research objects are representing circumstances and 
conditions that one would encounter in everyday life situations, i.e. walking through a city 
center. The purpose was to use the research objects to exemplify a broader category of fashion 
retailers’ window displays of which they are members of (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This specific 
window is distinctive by its size and therefore by the great amount of semiological signs it is 
capable of employing. Hence, it offers the possibility to answer the research questions of this 
study. The chosen company is also known for its fast fashion business model, which is clearly 
communicated in multiple platforms they are using.  
 
The photographs used in this research were extant in nature, that is, they were occurring 
naturally and were not produced for the purposes of this research. The decision of 
photographing six different windows displays at the same retail location was due to the intention 
to examine repeating themes and minimizing the risk of interpreting signs that wouldn’t be 
intentional.  
 

3.1.3 Source of the Data 
 
The window displays used as a research objects in this study, were produced by a Swedish fast 
fashion chain, operating with 180 stores in 30 different countries. The company states that they 
have a passion for fashion and their goal is to provide vivid shopping experiences to their 
customers. The company claims to have a skill in transforming trends into commercial products. 
The brand offers a wide collections of fashion for women and they are able to bring the products 
to the stores as quickly as in two weeks. Hence, the business idea behind the brand could be 
described as high level of fashion at low price. The company states that its focus is to deliver a 
full concept rather than single garments. The target group for the brand is characterized as 
international, fashion-conscious, and diverse (Gina Tricot, 2016).  
 

3.1.4 Data Collection Technique 
 
The data for this research consists of six window displays produced by the same fashion brand. 
The data was documented through photographing and additional notes were taken while 
observing the window displays. The purpose of notes was to capture all the details that might 
not be visible within the pictures due to glare or the quality of the images. The same window 
was photographed every two weeks altogether six times to capture six different displays within 
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a time period of three months. The amount of photographs was kept limited to six due to the 
time limitations of the research, but also due to the fact that semiological research is often 
constructed through detailed analysis of only a few images and its success depends on its 
analytical integrity and interest rather than its applicability to be generalized (Gillian, 2001). 
 

3.2 Semiotic Data Analysis 
 
Semitics as an analysis approach is concern about the signs of everyday life and it can be applied 
to documentary sources and other types of data due to its commitment to treating phenomena 
as texts. The purpose of semiotic analysis is to uncover hidden meanings that are residing in 
texts (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 
 
The data analysis of this research started by discovering signs within the images with the help 
of the analytical framework. All the different aspects of the framework were listed carefully 
and it can be read in appendix 8.2. Once all the signs were listed, the research objects were 
compared to discover similarities and repeating signs. The findings were then compared to the 
brand identity the company producing the window displays is claiming, to make conclusions 
whether its align with what the displays are communicating from semiotic perspective.  
 

3.3 Trustworthiness and Transparency 
 
To improve the transparency of this study, the research approach and the data collection 
technique was explained previously in this chapter. It has been argued that qualitative studies 
should be evaluated through different criteria than quantitative studies. Lincoln and Guba (cited 
in Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 49) propose trustworthiness as a criterion for qualitative studies. 
Trustworthiness of a study is reflected through four criteria; credibility, transferability, 
dependability and confirmability.  
 
In terms of validity, which is concerned whether there is accurate correlation between the data 
and conclusions (Bryman & Bell, 2015), this research has limitations due to its qualitative 
nature, case study approach and limited time frame. The conclusions cannot be broadly 
generalized as they are supported only by the single case examined, resulting as weakened 
external validity. However, the validity is improved by depicting the analytical framework and 
the data sources in a way that the readers can make critical judgement on the correlation 
between the data and conclusions by themselves.  
 
Credibility of a study reflects the degree of how believable the findings of the research are and 
it parallels the internal validity of a research. In other words, it demonstrates whether the 
research actually measures what it intends to (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Credibility can be 
improved by using a well-established research method which is accurate in the case of this 
research that occupies the analytical framework by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). The 
research also discusses the previous literature by multiple scholars and documents a 
phenomenon in a form of photographs that are accessible for readers.  
 
Transferability parallels the external validity of a research and its judged by the ability of the 
research to be applied to other situations, which can be improved by offering the reader a 
comprehensible description that they can use to make judgements on its transferability (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015). This research aims to provide the reader a thick enough description combined 
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with detailed analysis of the data, which can then result as applying similar approach to other 
communication platforms, i.e. online sites or advertising.  
 
Dependability is parallel to reliability in quantitative research and its judged based on whether 
the results of the study are repeatable (Bryman & Bell, 2015), and in terms of this research, the 
repetition might be possible to some degree. By using the analytical framework presented and 
interpreting the same photographs, the same results and conclusions are possible.   
 
Confirmability reflects the objectivity of the research and whether the research is affected by 
the personal characteristics or preferences of the researcher (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Like in 
many times in qualitative research, a total objectivity in this research was impossible as the 
method requires interpretation of the data and therefore creates a bias. However, following 
strictly the chosen framework for the analysis, the objectivity is improved as it has to follow a 
common logic.   
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4 Findings 
 
This chapter introduces the findings of the analysis that was conducted based on the analytical 
framework introduced in chapter 2.3. The findings are presented in the following order; (1) 
ideational metafunction, (2) interpersonal metafunction, and (3) textual metafunction. Each 
window display is numbered in chronological order and from now on referred as W1, W2, etc. 
The images of each window display and the tables used for the analysis of each metafunction 
are accessible in Appendix 1 and 2.  
 

4.1 The Ideational Metafunction  
 
The ideational metafunction in concerned with the presentation of represented participants and 
the type of relationship they might have or pursue to form. Using the analytical framework 
selected for this research, the metafunction is read through the three dimensions of; (1) 
represented participants, (2) narrative structures, and (3) conceptual structures. The first 
dimension of represented participants explores the types of participants the window displays 
utilize, whereas the narrative and conceptual structures explain the connections and 
relationships between them (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The findings of the three dimensions 
are listed in Table 2, 3 & 4. 
 

4.1.1 Represented Participants 
 
The most salient participants in the window displays are the products, i.e. the clothes and the 
accessories. The products are presented by using mannequins, racks, podiums, hangers, 
mannequin heads or hands, and images.  All of the window displays are utilizing more than one 
presentation technique simultaneously. The mannequins used are identical in terms of color, 
body structure and gender, and the only differences between them are the products they present, 
their hair colors, and poses. Each mannequin also has a price sign next to it to provide further 
information. The amount of mannequins remains the same in every window while all the other 
elements are changing.  
 
Images are present in each display, but their content and size varies. Some of the images are 
repeating the same product presentation as can be seen on the mannequins, the difference being 
that the products are represented on a real-life person who is sometimes presenting movement. 
Some pictures are representing landscapes or texts, and the purpose is then to support the setting 
and provide further information to the interactive participant. W1 & W2 (see figures 6 & 7) are 
also using green leaves as participants and yet again the function is to support the scenery. W4 
and W6 (see figures 11 & 10) are representing participants with movement as they occupy 
rotating mannequins and hangers in the displays. Repeating participants throughout the 
windows displays are the window stickers, which are used in every window except for W4 that 
is using a poster with a text instead.  
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Table 2. Findings in represented participants. 
 
 

4.1.2 Narrative Structures 
 
Different action processes can be identified in every window. In W1 (figure 5), a mannequin is 
directed towards another mannequin and she is leaning her head to right as if she’s looking at 
the other. Another action process if formed by the mannequin holding a handbag. A third 
mannequin is leaning backwards holding her hand on the waist as if she is looking at something 
the interactive participant cannot see. Same type of processes is visible in other windows as 
well as the same mannequin with same poses are used in each of them. W4 & W6 (see figures 
9 & 10) also demonstrate action processes in actual movement as they both have a rotating 
mannequin as well as rotating hangers in the windows. 
 

 
Figure 5. Narrative processes in W1 (picture courtesy of the author). 

 
 
 

REPRESENTED 
PARTICIPANTS 

   

  
MANNEQUINS 

 

 
OTHER ELEMENTS 

 
IMAGES 

 
W1 
 

 
4 

 
MANNEQUIN HEAD 

PODIUM 
 

 
3 

 
W2 
 

 
4 

 
RACK 

 

 
2 

 
W3 
 

 
4 

 
RACK, PODIUM 

 
7 

 

 
W4 
 

 
4 

 
2 PODIUMS, HANGERS 

 
1 

 
W5 
 

 
4 

 
MANNEQUIN HEADS & HANDS, RACK 

 
3 

 
W6 
 

 
4 

 
3 PODIUMS, HANGERS 

 
1 
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Circumstances are also largely visible within the window displays. W1 (figure 5) utilizes a 
setting with Palma poster, palm leaves, images of beaches and objects linked to vacation and 
travelling, i.e. sunglasses and swimwear. W2 and W3 (see figures 6 & 8) are continuing with 
the same window sticker of ‘Luxury Globetrotter’ and travel theme with postcards from abroad. 
W2 (figure 6) also has green leaves and floorcovering in mosaic-pattern as a supporting element 
to the setting. The items presented on the clothing rack are forming an outfit someone could 
wear to a beach, i.e. bikinis, hat, espadrilles.  
 
 

 
Figure 6. Circumstances in W2 (picture courtesy of the author). 

 
 
Setting is also visible in W6, where there are musical notations on the floor and on the poster 
there are two women with a microphone. The clear alignment on elements in W5 also forms a 
circumstance as none of the elements stands out from the line.  
 

 
Table 3. Findings in narrative patterns 

NARRATIVE 
PATTERNS 

  

  
ACTION PROCESS 

 

 
CIRCUMSTANCES 

 
W1 
 

 
POSTURES 

 
PALM LEAVES, PICTURES OF A BEACH, LUXURY 

GLOBETROTTER 
 

 
W2 
 

 
POSTURES 

 
GREEN LEAVES, FLOOR COVERING,  

POSTCARDS FROM ABROAD, 
LUXURY GLOBETROTTER 

 
 

W3 
 

 
POSTURES 

 
POSTCARDS FROM PARIS, 
LUXURY GLOBETROTTER 

 
W4 
 

 
POSTURES, 

ROTATING MANNEQUIN & HANGERS 

 
DARK COLOR PALETTE,  
MISSION COLLECTION 

 
W5 
 

 
POSTURES 

 
ALL THE ELEMENTS ALIGNED,  

FROM MONDAY TO SUNDAY 

 
W6 
 

 
POSTURES, 

ROTATING MANNEQUIN & HANGERS 

 
MUSICAL NOTATION ON THE FLOOR, ‘MUSIC 

SETTING’, SAY BLUE 
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4.1.3 Conceptual Structures 
 
Identifying a classificational structure within an image could be described as an attempt to 
identify a paradigm within the image. Mannequins in a same size and form are spread evenly 
across the window displays presented as being one and the same kind. The participants are 
therefore linked to each other in a kind of relation in other words, a taxonomy. A covert 
taxonomy between the models in posters and mannequins is perhaps most visible in W5 (figure 
7) where the mannequins resemble to the model in the pictures, and together they form a line 
front where all the participant share an equal distance from each other and the taxonomy is 
labelled by the window sticker as “From Monday to Sunday”. The covert taxonomy is formed 
with only subordinates. The use of seven alike human figures with the window sticker presents 
one person wearing different outfits on each day of a week. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7. Covert Taxonomy in W5 (picture courtesy of the author). 
 
 
In W4 and W6 (see figures 9 & 10) one mannequin is rotating and placed higher than the others, 
indicating that the specific mannequin is the superordinate and the others are the subordinates. 
The rotating mannequins are placed in front of the display, which reinforces their salience. In 
contradiction to W5 (figure 7), there is depth and distance between the mannequins, but their 
looks and size communicate the similarity between them and therefore belonging to the same 
taxonomy. The presence of superordinate that is connected to two or more participants with two 
levels is called the single-levelled overt taxonomy. 
 
Regarding the analytical processes, each window demonstrates an exhaustive process. Each 
model in an image, mannequin and a rotating hanger is interpreted as the carrier of a whole that 
is made out of multiple possessive attributes, i.e. the clothes. The price sign labels all the 
possessive attributes and is always placed next to the mannequin. The exhaustiveness of the 
process is visible as the carrier is showing all the possessive attributes. W5 (figure 7) could also 
be interpreted as a temporal analytical process as the window sticker refers to outfits for each 
day of the week and the participants are arranged on a line that can be understood as a timeline 
of seven participants, i.e. seven weekdays. In W4 and W6 (see figures 9 & 10) unstructured 
analytical process is formed by possessive attributes (clothes) are placed in a pile on the floor, 
showing the parts but doesn’t explain how these would form a whole (an outfit).  
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Figure 8. Symbolic Attributes in W3 (picture courtesy of the author). 
 
The symbolic attributive process is present through the clothes acting as the symbolic attributes 
of the carrier (mannequin). The symbolic attributes are the most salient in the window and they 
are placed in the foreground, they are also presented in a detailed manner, and creating a sharp 
focus of the display. The sharp focus is emphasized with colors and tones clearly visible in W3 
(Figure 8) and the lighting is directed to emphasize them. The importance of these symbolic 
attributes is demonstrated also through repetition as in W3, where the mannequin wears the 
same outfit as demonstrated in a poster on the rack.  
 
 
 

 
 
 

Table 4. Findings in Conceptual Patterns. 
 
 

CONCEPTUAL 
PATTERN 

   

  
CLASSIFICATIONAL 

 

 
ANALYTICAL 

 
SYMBOLICAL 

 
W1 
 

 
COVERT TAXONOMY 

 
EXHAUSTIVE 

 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 

 
W2 
 

 
COVERT TAXONOMY 

 

 
EXHAUSTIVE 

 
 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 

 
W3 
 

 
COVERT TAXONOMY 

 

 
EXHAUSTIVE 

 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 

 

 
W4 
 

 
SINGLE LEVELLED OVERT 

TAXONOMY 

 
EXHAUSTIVE, UNSTRUCTURED 

 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 

 
W5 
 

 
COVERT TAXONOMY 

 
EXHAUSTIVE, TEMPORAL 

 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 

 
W6 
 

 
SINGLE LEVELLED OVERT 

TAXONOMY 

 
EXHAUSTIVE, UNSTRUCTURED 

 

 
ATTRIBUTIVE 
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4.2 The Interpersonal Metafunction 
 
The interpersonal metafunction is concerned with the interaction between the producer and 
viewer of the image and in this context, the interaction between the brand and its customer. In 
this research, the interactive metafunction is read through three processes; (1) the gaze, (2) 
social distance, and (3) perspective. The finding of the three processes are listed in Table 4, 5 
& 6. 
 

4.2.1 The Gaze 
 
The mannequins used in the window displays do not have clear eyelids, but they do represent 
humans and some of them have heads and bodies directed towards something as if they would 
be looking at something, i.e. forming a gaze. Some of the mannequins are placed and directed 
in a way that no gaze is formed towards the interactive participant. Each window also presents 
posters or real-life models, who all are looking directly in the eye of the viewer. The gaze 
addresses and forms an imaginary relationship with the viewer.  
 
The two types of human figures are placed closely in the display and together they combine 
two type of communicative functions which can be seen in W5 (figure 7). The relationship with 
the interactive participant and the model in the images is produced and the display producer 
addresses the viewer with the voice of the model. The mannequins that do not form a gaze are 
to be read as pieces of objectives with factual information, and they aim to educate the customer. 
As the visual addressing is aiming to do something with the addressee, the gaze is labelled 
demand. The model is demanding the viewer to enter into a relationship with them, and the 
facial expressions are indicating the type of a relationship. Interestingly enough, none of the 
models in the images smiles, which would indicate their desire to form a social affinity with the 
viewer, but instead some of the images present rather cold disdain facial expression. This type 
of look often indicates superior – inferior –type of a relationship and possible invites the viewer 
to relate to them. The mannequins that are directed away from the viewer, are adressing them 
indirectly and they are ‘offering’ them information.   
 

 
Table 5. Findings in Gaze. 

GAZE   

  
DEMAND 

 

 
OFFER 

 
W1 
 

 
MODEL, MANNEQUINS, MANNEQUIN HEAD 

 
MANNEQUINS 

 

 
W2 
 

 
MODEL, MANNEQUINS 

 
MANNEQUINS 

 

 
W3 
 

 
MODEL, MANNEQUIN 

 
MANNEQUINS 

 

 
W4 
 

 
MODEL, MANNEQUINS 

 
MANNEQUIN 

 

 
W5 
 

 
MODEL, MANNEQUIN HEADS 

 
MANNEQUINS 

 

 
W6 
 

 
MODELS, MANNEQUINS 

 
MANNEQUINS 
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4.2.2 Social Distance 
 
Mannequins are used to present the merchandise and they are shown in full figure. In other 
words, the mannequins present a long shot that increases the social distance between the 
mannequins and the viewer of the image. The relationship formed is therefore impersonal and 
distant. The same applies to the models in the posters; they are shown in full figure, increasing 
the social distance. The social distance is even emphasized in some of the windows occupying 
podiums under the mannequins, lifting them even higher and further away from the interactive 
participant (figure 9).  
 

 
 

Figure 9. Social Distance in W6 (picture courtesy of the author) 
 
 

 
 

Table 6. Findings in social distance 

SOCIAL 
DISTANCE 

   

  
PERSONAL 

 

 
SOCIAL 

 
IMPERSONAL 

 
W1 
 

 
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS 

 
MANNEQUINS & MODELS 

 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS, 
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS  

 
 

W2 
 

 
 
 

 
MANNEQUINS & MODELS 

 
 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS,  
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS 

 
 

W3 
 

 
MANNEQUIN & MODEL, 

MANNEQUIN AND PICTURES 
 

 
 
 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS,  
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS, PODIUM 

 
 

W4 
 

 
MANNEQUINS,  

ROTATING HANGERS & 
PRODUCTS 

 
MANNEQUIND & MODEL 

 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS,  
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS  

 
 

W5 
 

 
ALL THE REPRESENTED 

PARTICIPANTS 

 
 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS  
 

 
W6 
 

 
MANNEQUIN & MODELS, 
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS, 
ROTATING HANGERS AND 

PRODUCTS 

 
 
 

 
REPRESENTED & INTERACTIVE 

PARTICIPANTS,  
BETWEEN MANNEQUINS  
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In terms of social distance between the represented participants, more variations are seen. For 
instance, in W6 (figure 9) one can interpret different social differences between the 
mannequins; mannequin on the left has a closer distance with the models than the mannequin 
on the right side which is standing a bit separately. The mannequins in the middle are placed 
closely, indicating that these two have a closer relationship. The clothes hanging from the 
rotating hangers are linked to the pile of clothes on the podium and on the floor. Same type of 
patterns can be seen in all the other windows as well, except for W5 where all the models, 
products, and mannequins are presented in a line (figure 11).  
 

 

4.2.3 Perspective 
 
By analyzing the perspective of an image, one can understand the subjective attributes towards 
the represented participants. The window displays in this research are three-dimensional and 
the interactive participant is able to look at the display from almost every perspective. However, 
the placing of represented participant differs, and they offer the interactive participant both side 
and front angles to look at. The window displays in this research offer both objective and 
subjective perspective to the viewer. The placement of represented participants in the displays 
offers a clue that the image producer wants the viewer to view from the frontal angle, which 
limits the viewpoint. The frontal angle can therefore be interpreted as the built-in point of view. 
The objective perspective is visible in W4 (figure 10) and W6 (figure 9) where there is a rotating 
mannequin and hangers that offer the interactive participant a 360-degree angle of the 
represented participants and reveals everything there is to know about the represented 
participants. 
 
 

    
 

Figure 10. Perspective in the W4 (picture courtesy of the author). 
 
The power relations between the interactive and represented participants is reflected in the angle 
of the image. The window displays are built a bit higher from the ground, which forces the 
interactive participant to view it from a vertical high angle. The vertical high angle refers to a 
power relation where the represented participants have the power over the viewers. The viewing 
angle differs when the interactive participant walks by the window display; it starts with an 
oblique angle and then reveals the horizontal front angle before moving back to the oblique 
angle. The window display therefore offers both detachment and involvement, as the oblique 
angle doesn’t include the interactive participant to the world of represented participants while 
the frontal angle does.  
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The offer and demand gaze of represented participants interacts with involvement and 
detachment in a complex manner in the window displays. For instance, in W5 (figure 11) the 
models and mannequins are occupying multiple angles as only one of the models is actually 
standing and looking towards the viewer of the display. The other two pictures are also forming 
interaction with the viewer, but the bodies are turned in different angles. None of the 
mannequins is directed towards the viewer. The interaction formed with the gaze and body 
directed towards something else sends a double message to the viewer; the represented 
participant is not part of his world, but still makes a contact while being a part of another, 
different world. The same goes for represented participants that are not looking at the viewer 
but their bodies are directed towards them. The message is then in contradiction; the represented 
participant is from the same world as the interactive participant, but it only offers the image as 
an object of dispassionate reflection.  
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 11. Involvement of the interactive participant in the horizontal angle in W5  
(picture courtesy of the author) 
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Table 7. Findings on perspective. 

 
 

4.3 The Textual Metafunction 
 
Through the textual metafunction, it’s possible to analyze the way the representational and 
interactive elements are combined in a meaningful whole within an image. To understand the 
composition of these three-dimensional images, they are read through three principles of 
composition; (1) information value, (2) salience, and (3) framing. According to Kress & van 
Leeuwen (2006) there are two options when analyzing the composition; to interpret the meaning 
of a whole as a sum of meanings from different parts or interpret different parts affecting one 
another. For this analysis, each part is interpreted separately. The findings of the three principles 
are listed in Table 8, 9 & 10. 
 

4.3.1 Information value 
 
According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) elements placed on the left side of image can be 
interpreted as something given that the viewer is already familiar with, whereas elements place 
on the right side can be interpreted as something new that the viewer should pay special 
attention to. Interestingly, the most salient elements through size are the pictures and they are 
placed always to the left side of the window. The right side is in most cases occupied with vivid 
displays with products, images or rotating hangers. The left-right placement indicating old and 
new doesn’t apply when looking at the posters and the products presented in the displays. The 
same products are repeating on the posters and on the displays indicating that the products are 
new and given at the same time.  
 
Top and bottom placements refers to the ideal and real information value (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). The top and bottom placement is evident in the placement of the price signs 
and mannequins as the mannequins represent the ideal on the top and the price signs the real 
and practical information about the prices of the ‘ideal’. The placement is also visible with the 
use of images and mannequins; the images are much larger than the mannequins, representing 
the ideal, whereas the mannequins present the products in real life providing the practical, more 
detailed information. In W5 and W6 (figures 11 & 9), there are product places directly under 
the rotating hangers. One could interpret that the outfits presented on the hangers are 

PERSPECTIVE   

  
SUBJECTIVE 

 

 
OBJECTIVE 

 
W1 
 

 
FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
 

 
W2 
 

 
SIDE & FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
 

 
W3 
 

 
SIDE & FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
 

 
W4 
 

 
SIDE & FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
ROTATING MANNEQUIN & HANGERS 

 

 
W5 
 

 
SIDE & FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
 
 

 
W6 
 

 
SIDE & FRONTAL ANGLE 

 
ROTATING MANNEQUIN & HANGERS 
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representing the ideal, while the products placed on the floor are presenting the real, the 
different parts from which the ideal is created. 
  
Almost all the windows lack a clear center that could be labelled as the nucleus of information. 
The elements are placed evenly throughout the window. However, in W4 (figure 10) a 
distinguishable poster stating “Mission Collection” is placed in the middle and other elements 
around it could be interpreted as subservient, dependent elements. The poster provides the key 
information of what being presented and the products around it provide more information of 
what the mission collection is. The same type of logic applies in W6 (figure 9), where the 
window sticker stating “Say Blue” is placed centrally and it’s providing information about the 
objective of the display as the subservient elements around it are mostly blue. In W5, the 
window sticker is also acting as the central point stating “From Monday to Sunday” and the 
display is composed with seven different outfits in a linear manner, supporting the statement of 
providing outfit for each day of the week (figure 11).  
 
 

 
 

Table 8. Findings on information value 
 
 

4.3.2  Salience 
 
Judging salience based on the weight of the element, its clear that the posters in displays would 
be the most salient parts. However, the posters are placed to the back of the displays and the 
mannequins are often overlapping them, which would make the mannequins with products 
more salient. Perhaps most challenging is the salience in W4 where the posters don’t differ 
much in size when compared with the mannequins and the rhythm in their arrangement is stable.  
In W5 (figure 11) the salience can therefore be judged based on the color contrast, making the 
posters the most salient in the display.  

INFORMATION 
VALUE 

   

  
LEFT-RIGHT 

 

 
TOP-BOTTOM 

 
CENTER-MARGIN 

 
W1 
 

  
POSTERS, PRICE SIGNS 

 

 

 
W2 
 

  
POSTERS, PRICE SIGNS 

 

 

 
W3 
 

  
POSTERS, PRICE SIGNS 

 

 
W4 
 

 
ROTATING HANGERS 

 
PRICE SIGNS, ROTATING HANGERS 

 
POSTER 

 
W5 
 

  
POSTERS, PRICE SIGNS 

 
WINDOW STICKER 

 
W6 
 

 
ROTATING HANGERS 

 
POSTERS, PRICE SIGNS, 

ROTATING HANGERS 
 

 
WINDOW STICKER 
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Figure 12. Salience communicated through color contrast in W3 

(picture courtesy of the author) 
 
 
In W3 (figure 12), the posters are the most salient based on their size, but the colors used in 
them are not drawing in the attention of the viewer. Instead, there is a strong color contrast with 
the red elements in the display, and those elements could therefore be labelled as the most 
salient in W3. In W6 (figure 11), the size of the poster is remarkable, but the viewer’s attention 
is likely to follow the movement, and therefore the rotating mannequin in front of the poster. 
According to the same logic of movement, the same applies to the rotating hangers.  
 
 

 
 

Table 9. Findings on salience 
 
 
 
 

SALIENCE   

  
MAXIMUM 

 

 
MINIMUM 

 
W1 
 

 
PRODUCTS, POSTERS 

 
PALM LEAVES 

 

 
W2 
 

 
PRODUCTS, POSTERS 

 
GREEN LEAVES 

 

 
W3 
 

 
PRODUCTS, RED PARTICIPANTS 

 
PRODUCTS ON THE PODIUM 

 
W4 
 

 
PRODUCTS,  

ROTATING MANNEQUIN  
& HANGERS 

 

 
 

PRODUCTS ON THE PODIUM 

 
W5 
 

 
PRODUCTS, POSTERS 

 
PRODUCTS ON THE RACK 

 
W6 
 

 
PRODUCTS,  

ROTATING MANNEQUIN  
& HANGERS 

 

 
 

PRODUCTS ON THE FLOOR 
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4.3.3 Framing 
 
In spatially integrated compositions, the elements are either connected or disconnected. The 
stronger the framing, the more separately the element is presented in the visual (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). Colors are used for framing in most of the window displays in this research. 
The styling and hair color of the mannequins is also framing them to the same group. The 
window stickers are labelling the frames by giving them a name. The rotating elements can also 
be understood to frame a display as they all move in circular movement to the same directing, 
indicating them to belong to the same group. In W5 (figure 11) the framing is obvious through 
the grouping of mannequins to a clear line. In W2 (figure 6) the frame is also marked with the 
mosaic floor covering.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Table 10. Findings on framing 

FRAMING   

  
SEPARATE 

 

 
CONNECTED 

 
W1 
 

 
 

 
COLOR & SELECTION OF PRODUCTS,  

SIMILARITY OF MANNEQUINS & MODEL 
 

 
W2 
 

 
 

MANNEQUIN STANDING ALONE 
 

 
COLOR & SELECTION OF PRODUCTS, 

FLOOR COVERING,  
SIMILARITY OF MANNEQUINS & MODEL 

 
 

W3 
 

 
MANNEQUIN STANDING ALONE 

 
COLORS OF PRODUCTS, 

 SIMILARITY OF MANNEQUINS & MODEL 

 
W4 
 

 
MANNEQUIN STANDING ALONE 

 
COLORS OF PRODUCTS,  
ROTATING MOVEMENTS 

 
W5 
 

 
 

 
PLACING OF ELEMENTS,  

SIMILARITY OF MANNEQUINS & MODEL 

 
W6 
 

 
MANNEQUINS STANDING ALONE 

 
JEANS, ROTATING MOVEMENTS 
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5 Analysis and Discussion 
 
In this chapter, the findings of research are discussed in terms of the research questions. The 
chapter is divided into three subchapters each of which aims to answer one of the research 
questions. Subchapter 5.1 discusses the visual communication of brand identity, subchapter 5.2 
clarifies the different types of visual cues, and subchapter 5.3. analyses the composition of the 
communication. 
  

5.1 The Embodiment of the Brand Identity 

The most salient participants in every window display of this research are the clothes and the 
accessories and together they are composing a major part of the displays. In addition to the 
dominating amount of clothes, the salience is constructed through the central placement of the 
products, and they are further enhanced with lighting. However, the presentation techniques 
vary and repetition of the same products is also a common pattern. Some of the products in the 
displays are presented twice, by mannequin and a model. The repetition of the products is 
communicating the mass production behind the products (Nobbs et al., 2015). The repetition is 
a sign of the product not being unique, but available for the masses the brand is targeting.  

The mannequins used to present the products are identical, and a lot of times their visual 
resemblance to the models in posters is quite evident through hair color, body type and styling. 
Bell & Ternus (2011) argue that the mannequins can be understood as the physical 
representation of the brand and in this case, one could interpret that the brand is communicating 
its wide selection of clothes through using only one person, the target customer, in different 
outfits. The use of multiple mannequins and models as well as large volumes of products is also 
communicating mass production and the availability of the products that is not limited but sold 
through multiple retail outlets. 

Among the most salient participants, some of the pieces are standing out an acting as the tone 
creators for the entire display. Pegler (2012) has listed novelty, timeliness and flashiness among 
characters of fast fashion displays. The most common way to pursue these characteristics is to 
use bright, warm and in-trend colors of the moment. Each of the displays researched, had a 
typical fast fashion color scheme. For instance, in W3, the color scheme is graphic, using mostly 
black and white colors. The red props and outfit are standing out and the price of the outfit is 
presented twice. Lea-Greenwood & Barns (2010) and Varley (2013) suggest these types of 
products and presentation technique typical for hero pieces that are understood to set the tone 
of the brand and reflect its positioning. One of the key features of the hero pieces is that they 
are playing the leading role in the fashion story and have a strong fashion appeal. In this specific 
display, the red products are reflecting the trendiness linked to the brand identity and they are 
accompanied with price signs referring to the low prices the brand promises. 

The fast fashion proposition of the brand is reinforced through the use of multiple mannequins 
and graphics, confirming Nobbs et al. (2015). The styling of the mannequins and models in the 
images is demonstrating the outcome in case the consumer decides to consume the brand and 
what they are capable of becoming with the use of the brands products. Teunissen (2013) argues 
for the growing interest of consumers to buy into unique consumption and ownership 
experiences. The settings of the displays are aiming to provide just that through helping the 
consumer to relate to the identity that they could achieve through the use of products and placing 
additional value to the products. For instance, in W6 the most salient clothes are the jeans, but 
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the brand pursues to link the products with “rock” theme with visual cues referring to music 
and a certain band while the product combinations themselves are creating fashion meanings 
related to the theme. The brand is aiming to link itself with a band that is trendy at the moment 
among the target customers, while the customer could not only buy jeans, but to buy into the 
identity that comes with the purchase of these specific products.  

 

5.2 The Visual Communication between the Brand and the Customer 

The props and mannequins in the displays are also aiming to educate the customer through the 
different uses of the garments. The mannequins are demonstrating how the viewer of the 
window could actually wear the clothes, making buying suggestions, and of course aiming to 
sell more than just one garment to the viewer. The informative function is fulfilled with the use 
of price signs that are presented clearly next to the mannequins.  

In addition to the mannequins, visual cues are loaded into images and graphics used in each 
window display of this research. The graphics are clarifying the theme of the window and 
helping the customer to understand and relate to the circumstances of the display. The window 
sticker is yet again reinforcing the theme through putting a label to the window, i.e. Luxury 
Globetrotter with visual cues referring to travelling. The models in the images are 
demonstrating how the clothes actually look on a human being instead of a mannequin. They 
also present different movements and poses whereas the mannequins are mostly just standing. 
The major difference between the models and mannequins is the demand gaze that the models 
are capable of forming with the viewer and therefore addressing them directly. 

The type of a gaze the models are forming towards the viewer could be understood as rather 
cold and distant, which is typical for fashion imagery. The gaze indicates a superior-inferior 
relationship between the model and the viewer, where the model represents the ideal and is 
inviting the viewer to relate and admire them. The brand is addressing the viewer with the voice 
of the model and encouraging them to become like her. Once the impression of the ideal is 
made, the mannequins and models that are not directed towards the viewer are offering the 
viewer practical information on how this ideal can be achieved.  

The distant and cold facial expressions are supported through a long social distance between 
the represented participants and the viewers. Although the purpose of a mannequins is to show 
merchandise, the models in the images are also shot in full figure that increases the distance. 
The distance is further emphasized with the use of podiums that are placed under the 
mannequins, lifting them away from the viewer. The social distances between the mannequins 
as well as the use huge images of the models are making the displays more vivid and interesting. 
The placement of the mannequins can be interpreted as not random as one of the windows 
overly emphasizes the taxonomy between the participants. In one of the displays, the 
mannequins and models are almost in the same size and they are placed in line to make a 
statement of their equality.  

The power relations of the represented participants and the viewer also confirms the superior-
inferior relationship. The viewers are forced to view the display from the vertical high ankle, 
which can be interpreted as the represented participants having the power over the viewer. 
Based on the placement of the represented participants and how they are directed, in the ideal 
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case the viewer would look at the display from a frontal ankle which indicated that the viewer 
is invited to the world of the specific window display.  

Window displays typically occupy elements that stand still. Although some brands use films as 
part of the displays, one fairly uncommon method is present in some of the window displays of 
this research. Two out of six windows analyzed are using rotating elements to create surprise 
and draw attention. One of the mannequins in these displays is rotating, giving the viewer a 
360-degree view of the outfit presented. The use of rotating elements could also be described 
attention seeking effort and flashy which is typical for a fast fashion brand identity (Nobbs et 
al. 2015). 

Barnes and Lea-Greenwood (2010) are emphasizing the role of a window display as a part of 
the overall marketing communications of a fashion brand. They state that the purpose of a 
window display is to relate to the needs and wants of the target group. The case brand of this 
research describes its target group being international, fashion-conscious and diverse and all of 
these elements are communicated through the windows, although not simultaneously. 
Travelling is a repeating theme throughout the first three displays, and its supported by all the 
elements in the display; selection of garments and their styling, props, posters and window 
sticker. The fashion-conscious customer is likely to pay attention to the fashion story of the 
displays, and the trends are highlighted through the use of hero pieces. Diversity is 
demonstrated through constant update of the displays and through changing the color schemes 
and themes in each window. Diversity is also communicated through the use of volumes and 
multiple mannequins and models with different outfits.  

The brand states that among its goals is to provide vivid shopping experiences to its customers. 
Window displays are argued to be the starting point of the entire shopping experience by many 
scholars (Nobbs et al., 2015; Barnes & Lea-Greenwood, 2010; Christopoulou, 2011) and 
therefore the displays in this research can be understood to provide the first clue about the type 
of experience the customer would encounter inside of the store. The vividness of the displays 
is created through scale and contrasts, using elements in different sizes and colors that are 
standing out. Vividness is also evident in rotating elements that are likely to distinguish the 
display from other window displays near-by.  

Among the claims the brand makes is its ability to transform trends into more commercial 
products. This is demonstrated in the displays through educating the customer on how to wear 
the clothes. Each display consists of several outfit suggestions that are not restricted only on 
the clothes, but the brand also demonstrates how to style and accessories them and even the 
type of hair-do’s that would go with the outfit. This educational information is then followed 
by more practical information regarding the prices.  

The fast fashion brand promise of bringing new products to the markets in every two weeks is 
evident in window displays that are changing in every two weeks. The constant updates are 
communicating that there are new products available in the store as windows that remain the 
same are likely to communicate the opposite. The fast fashion identity is also communicated 
verbally as some of the window displays have a window sticker that states ‘This is Now’ 
following with more specific information of each window. The word Now refers to something 
being available right now, that can be interpreted not only that the presented items are the items 
of the moment but also as an encouragement of the need to react and act quickly before the 
merchandise will be gone.  
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5.3 The Composition of the Visual Communication 
 
The composition of the communication follows the top and bottom placement that indicates the 
ideal and real juxtaposition. The ideal – real information the brand provides to the customer can 
be interpreted though two ways. The large images of models wearing the outfits are presenting 
the ideal, whereas the mannequins in smaller sizes are presenting the real information on how 
the clothes look in real life. At the same time the mannequins can be understood to present the 
ideal at the top, and the real information is provided in the form of the price signs. The same 
goes for the rotating hangers presenting different outfits, while products constructing the outfits 
are placed on the floor or podiums beneath them – presenting the real information on how these 
outfits can be ‘achieved’ to purchasing.  
 
Color is argued to present the greatest motivation for shopping (Pegler, 2012; Nobbs et al. 2015; 
Bell & Ternus, 2011) as it affects the sensory experience and therefore has an experiential 
capability. Eye is quick to react on color and can encourage impulse buying behavior (Nobbs 
et al. 2015). Color is indeed used in each window display to frame the entire setting. The styling 
is color coordinated and the props and imagery are supporting them. Colors in the displays can 
be understood as the fashion statement in each display, and their purpose is to create reaction. 
The colors used vary and are likely to appeal to different customers as Pegler (2012) explain 
that younger people are likely to prefer brighter colors, fashion-conscious customers react to 
warm colors while more mature and sophisticated customer is likely to appreciate darker and 
neutral colors. All of these color groups are presented in the window displays and could be 
interpreted intentional as the target group of the brand is claimed diverse and broad. 
 
Structure, scale and contrast were largely used to make certain products to stand out, and set 
the tone for the displays. Trendy colors were evident in large color runs, which were illuminated 
with great amount of bright lights. Mannequins and models were presented in large groupings, 
highlighting the volumes the brand is selling and the selection its offering for its large target 
group. Functionality of the garments to different situations was presented with mannequins and 
models in different actions and the practical information regarding prices was highly visible.  
 
The composition of the window displays is communicating something that the brand has valued. 
Its demonstrating its creativeness and innovation through the specific selections of products and 
the supporting elements. The information provided though the displays follows the pattern of 
showing the ideal, and then educating the customer on how they could become the ideal with 
practical information. 
 

5.4 Limitations  
 
Strategic VM and window display planning should consider the uniqueness of the brand identity 
and concentrate on the specific connotations that comes with it (Nobbs et al. 2015). Although 
the brand identity of the case brand is visually communicated through the window displays, 
uniqueness wouldn’t characterize the displays. The brand uses similar visual cues in each 
window which decreases the likelihood of the visual cues occurring randomly. According to 
Cheng et al. (2008) window displays obtain the dual purpose where the brand uses them to 
differentiate themselves and the customers are using them to interpret the identity of the brand. 
In terms of the window displays researched for this study, one could argue that only one of 
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these purposes is actually fulfilled. The research demonstrates that the visual cues used do 
communicate the different aspects of the brand identity, but it remains unclear whether they are 
differentiating the brand at the marketplace or if the customers would recognize the brand based 
on just these displays. In the fast fashion marketplace, multiple brands are offering similar 
products and the price range of this specific brand doesn’t differ from the competitors range.  



 

 47 

6 Conclusions and Future Study 
 
This chapter represents the most important conclusions that were made based on the findings 
and discusses the possibilities for future studies within the field of window displays and 
semiotics. 
 

6.1 Conclusions 
 
Window displays are argued to present the showcase of a brand (Diamond & Diamond, 2011). 
In this research the showcase was composed with numerous elements that all were selected due 
to their appropriateness to support the theme, the fashion statement, and most importantly the 
brand identity.  
 
Fashion brand identity can indeed be identified through interpreting the visual cues of a window 
display. The identity is communicated with various forms that are supporting each other. The 
visual communication is however not evident, and the brand speaks with the voice of models 
and mannequins that are forming the relationship with the customer. The messages the window 
displays are created in a way that they support the brands identity while appealing to the specific 
needs and wants of the target customer.  
 
The communication between the brand and the customer is found to be two-fold: (1) It 
communicates something appealing and ideal to the target customer and (2) educates the target 
customer on how they themselves can become the ideal. In addition to communicating what the 
customer can become with consuming the brand, visual cues are used to add value to the 
products. The scenery of the window display is different from what the brand can provide inside 
of the store and therefore has the capability to create more diverse and meaningful content to 
the target customer although it might have less time to do so. 
 
The potential of a window displays to support the overall brand identity communication is 
evident, and more research on different levels of fashion market is needed to understand size of 
impact they have on not only on buying decisions, but also on the brand image the customers 
form. 
 

6.2 Limitations of the Research  
 
The research follows an acknowledged framework developed by Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006), but the specific interpretations on visual messages are done by the researcher and can 
therefore have bias. The data for the research was collected from only one fast fashion chain 
store window, and although the analysis on the six windows was detailed, the data is still 
relatively small. The selection of different companies and bigger amount of different window 
displays would allow more generalizations on the matter. 
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6.3 Future Research 
 
Semiotics within the field of window displays is relatively unknown, and therefore there are 
multiple perspectives to approach it from. As this research is limited to only one brand, similar 
research on multiple brands on different levels of the market would be needed to make more 
generalized findings. Another interesting perspective would be to use only few brands as case 
studies, but to research their window displays on global perspective and different sign systems 
as the same cues can be interpreted differently in different parts of the world.  
 
One possibility would also be to include interviews either with visual merchandisers creating 
the displays on the store level or the visual merchandisers planning the displays from the 
headquarters to include the actual communication purpose behind the window displays.  
 
As window display is closely linked to the overall in-store displays, future research could also 
explore the two types of displays together to see whether the same type of visual cues apply in 
both contexts. A semiotic research could also be applicable to include comparison between the 
physical window display and the landing page of an online store as those also represent the first 
contact point between the brand and the customer. 
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8 Appendices  
 

8.1 Window Display Data 
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Window Display 4 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Window Display 5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Window Display 6 
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8.2 Tables of Analysis 
Due to the large size of the table it’s divided in three sections of ideational, interpersonal, and 
textual metafunction. 
 

8.2.1 Ideational Metafunction 
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8.2.2 Interpersonal Metafunction 
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8.2.3 Textual Metafunction 
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