
HAL Id: hal-03602699
https://hal.science/hal-03602699v1

Submitted on 22 Mar 2022

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access archive
for the deposit and dissemination of scientific re-
search documents, whether they are published or not.
The documentsmay come from teaching and research
institutions in France or abroad, or from public or pri-
vate research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaireHAL, est des-
tinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents scien-
tifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non, émanant
des établissements d’enseignement et de recherche
français ou étrangers, des laboratoires publics ou
privés.

HAL Authorization

Semiotics applied to advertisements
Jérôme Guibourgé

To cite this version:
Jérôme Guibourgé. Semiotics applied to advertisements. Translated from Guibourgé Jérôme, Design phase 1,
améliorer sa conception, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2021., 2020. ⟨hal-03602699⟩

https://hal.science/hal-03602699v1
https://about.hal.science/hal-authorisation-v1/
https://about.hal.science/hal-authorisation-v1/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


Semiotics applied to advertisements
Translated from Guibourgé Jérôme, Design phase 1, améliorer sa conception, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2021.

Abstract

Thinking about meaning means suspending our judgment and assuming a rational attitude. It 
means trying to understand what meaning goes through. We know that meaning is accessible 
through two plans; that of expression and that of content. It is necessary to analyze the first to 
understand how the greatest number can manage to experience or understand precisely such 
and such a notion of the second plan. We must therefore assess the elements involved in this flow 
of meanings knowing the receiver must be able to develop strong and meaningful connections 
between the company and its advertisement. From the advertisement, the receiver must be able 
to go to the identity and way back. In a way, we work on the meaning and its traceability. We 
present a method and an adaptation of the Generative Meaning Trajectory of Greimas applied to 
advertising.

----------------------------------------------------

The Article L 122-5 of  the French intellectual property code specifies that the right  to quote a work for scientific 
purposes is permitted provided that the quotes are incidental to the main work and that the source is clearly indicated. 
The article also specifies that the right of reproduction of  a work "for the exclusive purposes of illustration in the context 
of teaching and research" is permitted, provided that this reproduction is not accompanied by distortion of the work. 
Despite our research, the agencies and authors of certain designs presented in this book have remained unknown to 
us. All rights of reproduction, representation or extraction reserved.

In this work, the analyses of the designs presented do not make it possible to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
advertising,  marketing or communication strategies of the companies. The advertising, marketing or communication 
issues go beyond the scope of this study and there has been a lack of information and resources to authorize serious 
work in this area. Nevertheless, it seemed possible to examine designs without criticizing their marketing, creative and 
commercial dimensions. The designs were chosen for illustrative purposes and not because they would be exemplary. 
The chosen selection is not important  and we could have made other choices.  The study was carried out using real 
designs, therefore in color and not in black and white. For printing constraints related to the edition of this book, the 
reproductions are in grayscale. This transition from color to grayscale and from reality to black and white photography 
represents a loss of information for the reader that was not effective during the analyses.
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1. Introduction

Loiret Tourism Development and Reservation Agency www.tourismeloiret.com

We call this region the attic of France (la Beauce). It’s six hundred thousands hectares of cereals, 
like wheat and corn. Imagine that you have your house in the middle of this region; on the 
morning of the thirteenth of August at half past five looking east you see the sun rising and at ten 
o'clock looking west you see the sun setting. The simple observation of the apparent sun 
movement tends to prove that the sun revolves around the earth and, any human standing in front 
of the horizon could argue that the earth is flat. These observations have obvious implications for 
all of our knowledge areas (social, economic, ideological, scientific...). With Copernicus (then  
with Galileo demonstration) and the Copernican revolution that ensued disrupted all of these 
areas and showed that common sense or simple observation was not enough to solve and 
explain the natural world. The two claims sun revolves around the earth (the observation of the 
sun’s apparent movement) and earth is flat (in front of the horizon) are false. 

To understand the role of semiotics, we will compare with physics : Semiotics is the sense that 
physics is the experience of the natural world. It can rationally explain the production of meaning 
as physics, beyond appearances, can rationally explain the natural world. To understand how 
meaning is generated, common sense is not enough and semiotics can thus go against what you 
think you know. It attempts to provide scientific models of interpretation of the meaning.

We will consider the design of an advertisement as a 
language; that is to say a signifying whole. A language 
is the association of two dimensions called the 
expression plan and the content plan; so is the 
advertisement. Looking at it, we associate perceptions 
and sensations, i.e. expressions like its colors, 
graphics, photos, typographies, contrasts, etc. with 
contents to give to the advertisement a meaning. In a 
practical situation, we determine the split between the 
expression and content plans, that is to say the fact to 

give or not a meaning to what we perceive. The principle of meaning is that it takes shape not 
logically in a disembodied way but, from the sensation and the perception of the receiver. As 
meaning is constituted from the body of the receiver, we can think that it is totally subjective; 
however, if several people give the same meaning to an advertisement, and many marketing 
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studies show it1, we are also obliged to note that the meaning is shared. We must therefore 
postulate that part of the meaning is subjective and another is shared. Design semioticians work 
on this shared part. They work on the meaning probably shared by the greatest number of people 
and seek to better understand the process of converting the elements of the expression plan and 
the content plan. We want to know how meaning is generated not by whom or why. We don’t 
know if the process is conscious or unconscious, it does not matter because we don’t do 
psychology.

The challenge of semiotics might be defined as the attempt to systematically structure the social 
nature of the exchange. It means that when you use semiotics you can validate the most likely 
meaning with little information about receivers. With the semiotic analysis we can understand, 
reproduce and experiment the mechanics of meaning. The semiotic activity is to understand how 
meaning is generated and is constituted. We know that design is the combination of an 
expression plan and a content plan which means that meaning is apprehended as a generative 
process of stratification : this element added to some other element to tell this or that, etc. 
Semiotics does not aim to restore a chronological or historical order, a temporal succession of 
design phases; the desired order is rather a semio-logical order.

We are in a world of meaning. Human lives in a meaningful world. For human, the problem of 
meaning does not arise. The meaning is. It is obvious; but this evidence is a result whose process 
is analyzed by semioticians who study the phenomena of meaning. We try to rationally explain the 
production of meaning like physicists, behind appearances, try to rationally explain the natural 
world. Using semiotics is a bit like slowing down your gaze, zooming in and slowing down your 
understanding, to perceive what this understanding is going through and how we construct it. To 
understand how meaning is generated, common sense is not always enough; that why semiotics 
can go against common sense.

We present extracts of studies about advertisements that illustrate various links between identity 
represented by those advertisements and presupposed values attributed to the company.

2. Semiotic background of an advertisement

Thinking about meaning means suspending our judgment and assuming a rational attitude. It 
means trying to understand what meaning goes through; does it come from this or that material 
effect, from the graphics, from this curve, from this color, from this typography or from the 
syncretism of all these elements ? We know that meaning is accessible through two plans; that of 
expression, in other words what we perceive through our body, that of content which corresponds 
to feelings and thoughts. It is therefore necessary to analyze the first to understand how the 
greatest number can manage to experience or understand precisely such and such a notion 
(sensation, emotion, feeling, idea, etc.) of the second plan. We must therefore assess the 
elements involved in this flow of meanings knowing the receiver must be able to develop strong 
and meaningful connections between the company and its advertisement. From the 
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advertisement, the receiver must be able to go to the identity and way back. In a way, we work on 
the meaning and its traceability.

Moreover, it seems reasonable to think that for the greatest number of people, the meaning of an 
advertising poster or in a paper medium is understood mainly by sight. This sensory mode makes 
it possible to aggregate the semiotic components with their relations to constitute significant 
articulations with a relative economy of energy and means. The proposed hypothesis is based on 
two postulates : (1) the body of the receiver is the site of the meaning construction produced 
thanks to its global sensory system and his brain; (2) The brain consumes a lot of energy; in 
particular the information processing function consumes more energy than routine intellectual 
processing. From simple reflexes to sophisticated analysis, the brain tries to adapt to the 
environment by making the best use of its ability to learn by inference. According to Borst2 the 
brain makes deductions from what it observes by generating less greedy but potentially error-
prone automatisms. Based on these two postulates, the interpretation of an advertisement would 
potentially take place in two stages. Depending on the content, the receiver would use (1) the 
time and energy saving heuristic procedure (system 1) to generate the meaning and/or (2) for a 
more elaborate meaning, the receiver would perform checks and calculations with his system 23. 
Depending on the mobilization of the cognitive systems called upon, three types of advertising 
could be identified: (1) requiring the heuristics of judgment (2) leaving the alternative to the use of 
the two systems and (3) requiring the second.

Although the arbitration between 
what belongs to the expression 
plan alone or to the plans of 
expression and content depends 
on the receiver (he decides 
whether all or part of what he 
s e e s m a k e s s e n s e ) , t h e 
construction of meaning in the 
advertisement favors his/her 
comprehension or not. For 

example, for some, the first ad above only requires a simple heuristic based on the brand, model 
and price when the second requires projecting into use by summoning the entire sensory system 
and in particular the sensori-motricity; on the other hand, the third will require them to read carefully, 
to observe precisely and activate the system 2 to understand the meaning.

It can be said that an advertisement is a production of a collaborative intelligence that summons 
several professionals to choose from: designer, product manager, marketer, artistic director, 
customer manager, communication manager, etc. It is a production of meaning. This last term 
covers the notions of direction, orientation and signification. The direction refers to a very general 
content, a kind of axis of understanding, when the orientation specifies more, degrees of variation 
relative to this axis of comprehension, and signification is an articulated meaning by a subject. 
The design is a signifier set that all or part of the meaning is shared. This outstanding meaning 
assumes an accessible coded social portion and a more or less accessible subjective part.
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Subjectivity may be the designer or the target but in both cases, subjectivity represents a risk for 
the company. If its ad is a too subjective production of the designer, how can the company be 
sure that its design will please as many of its customers ? If the design allows multiple singular 
acceptances, how can the company be sure that its ad will be shared by the greatest number ? 
The company then seeks to reduce these risks by using different disciplines of management 
sciences and humanities aimed at analyzing objective differentiations and subjective 
hierarchisation. But these disciplines do not measure the meaning in the same way. For 
marketing, the main discipline used, the meaning is lived as an event of which we seek to 
consider the effect for the receiver. For semiology, meaning is a trajectory of transformations 
whose stages and results are sought to be understood.

As soon as the problem of interindividual exchange arises, meaning is no longer only individual, 
but also in circulation. We are forced to apply that the inner gaze by which each one perceives 
the meaning is provided with a double nature (1) individual, subjective and particular, (2) social, 
objective and solidarity. The stake of semiology is the systematic structuring of the social nature 
of the exchange. Of all the virtualities of meaning we validate the most likely meaning without 
information on the receivers. Faced with an advertisement we perceive a complexity that is not 
always easy to understand. But whatever this complexity is, it is part of a principle of 
communication which therefore posits the ad as meaningful. Initially, the designer starts from the 
brief that he has to transform into a ad. In its specifications, the company puts imperatives, 
technical constraints, history, values... On arrival, the receiver perceives a design that he rebuilt 
the meaning. It is a trajectory with two reading directions: a rising of the deep level (the value 
written in the brief) to the surface (the ad that manifests more or less this value) and vice versa the 
ad to the value. Often the company implicitly asks the designer to be able to travel this trajectory 
in both directions, getting it up and down, to be both designer and receiver to make sure neither 
the meaning nor the most probably shareable value do not get lost. One of the designer's 
missions is that these readings are superimposed as perfectly as possible. The more the gap 
between these two directions is important, the more the risk to the company grows 
(incomprehension, bad identification). In this context, the semiology applied to the design is a 
descriptive and differential discipline which aims to check the transcoding operations. Through its 
tools, applied semiology to the design proposes a three-step method :

1. The description, where it is about transcoding information from one language in another (for 
the logo, its drawing to a text). The better it is better are the chances of achieving a relevant 
analysis;

2. The explanation, where we try to analyze the construction of the sense of creation to better 
control the relevance of the resulting design and better communicate its positioning. With the 
course of the history of design, the number of designs increases, competition intensifies and 
complexity grow. What asks the designer at the same time to be always creative and more 
relevant;

3. The synthesis, where it is a question of delivering the meaning most probably shared by the 
greatest number.
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3. The Generative Trajectory of Meaning

Greimas, one of the founding fathers of French semiotics, developed the Generative Trajectory of 
Meaning (GTM) after considering several concepts: isotopy (repetition of the same element of 
meaning), the semiotic square (elementary structure of constructed meaning on the basis of an 
opposition), the actantial model (decomposition of an action into six actants), the narrative 
program (representation of an action as a succession of two opposite states) and the semiotics of 
the natural world which associates an expression plan and a content plan. The Greimasian 
hypothesis of the GTM makes it possible to merge several of these concepts into a coherent 
whole.

Following the work of Propp4, Greimas observes that to constitute meaning passes through three 
levels (1) figurative with discursive structures, (2) thematic with surface semio-narrative structures 
(where the devices to describe actions are found: actantial model, narrative program and 
canonical narrative schema) and (3) axiological with the deep semio-narrative structures (where 
the semiotic square is found). He will give this trajectory in three levels the name of generative 
trajectory of meaning. The GTM is an analysis model that reveals the plot and the springs of the 
stories, but also to promote their improvement.

THE GTM CONSTITUTION

Figurative level with the discursive structures

Thematic level with the surface semio-narrative structures

Axiological level with the deep semio-narrative structures

For the advertisements, we adapted the model in accordance with Fontanille's conception5 : it is 
not a question of logical forms converted into other logical forms, but of significant articulations 
that the trajectory itself modifies, increases and gradually complicates. When we look at 
advertisements we realize that very often they are more or less complex short stories. This 
complexity can be superficial, a formally rich visual to tell a simple content or the opposite or even 
sometimes have both, a richness of content expressed by a formal richness.

The objective of the GTM is to analyze among those proposed the meaning probably shared by 
the greatest number of people. It is accessible through the expression plan, what the receiver 
perceives. For an advertisement, it is necessary to break down this plan into meaningful 
elements. These are bundles of visual traits like shapes, weights, colors, gradients, contrasts, etc. 
These packets serve to represent the natural world more or less faithfully. When their formal 
combination is linked to a particular meaning according to a shared or even universal cultural 
convention, they are called figurative formants. When these organized visual features allow 
investments of other meanings, we speak of plastic formants6. In both cases they form meaningful 
articulations, terminology that is retained insofar as it is sufficient to understand the model.
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Before being able to analyze an advertisement with the GTM model, we present a simple text on 
which we apply the GTM; then we will adapt the GTM to be able to use it. The simplicity of the 
utterance below inspired by Bertrand7 reveals the model, makes possible to understand the three 
levels and how significant articulations of the first are converted into others of the second and 
then into the third.

GTM APPLIED TO A TEXTGTM APPLIED TO A TEXTGTM APPLIED TO A TEXTGTM APPLIED TO A TEXT

UTTERANCE LEVEL 1 LEVEL 2 LEVEL 3

A big and high wall.
with a row of windows. All identical.
All with bars across them ; except one.
This one, has the bars cut.
From this window hangs
a rope of knotted sheets.
A man is sliding down these sheets.

Figurative Thematic Axiological 

A big and high wall.
with a row of windows. All identical.
All with bars across them ; except one.
This one, has the bars cut.
From this window hangs
a rope of knotted sheets.
A man is sliding down these sheets.

Temporization
Spatialization 
Actorialization
distribution of 
times, spaces 
and actors

Narrative program, 
the quest for…

system of 
opposed 
values

A big and high wall.
with a row of windows. All identical.
All with bars across them ; except one.
This one, has the bars cut.
From this window hangs
a rope of knotted sheets.
A man is sliding down these sheets. Reading this story

We think of an Escape
That makes us 

think of a quest for Freedom 

LIKELY ELABORATION OF MEANINGLIKELY ELABORATION OF MEANINGLIKELY ELABORATION OF MEANINGLIKELY ELABORATION OF MEANING

In our culture, a text is written from left to right and from top to bottom, therefore in chronological 
order; but the GTM is not chronological, just semiological. As the assimilation of this utterance 
progressed through the reading of the elements of the figurative level (the text) we observed that 
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the learners8 have successfully grasped the thematic level of escape and then to understand that 
man is in search of freedom, value at the axiological level. This example shows that naturally we 
connect different elements to produce meaning; but we build this meaning from oppositions: (1) 
to think about escape when the term does not appear (2) we develop the word prison also absent 
(3) from the addition of perceived units of meaning: large wall + alignment + identical + bars… 
Moreover, this example also shows that it would not be necessary to know the sociology or the 
psychology of the receivers to know what is the meaning probably shared by the greatest 
number. The GTM is neither a purely logical trajectory, nor chrono-logical nor a psycho-logical 
interpretation or established from a socio-logical profile of a receiver. It is a semiological trajectory 
that follows the logic of meaning. A trajectory that goes down from the figurative level to the 
axiological level when you are a receiver and goes up from the axiological level to the figurative 
level when you are creative. It is a trajectory of statistical and causal inferences; depending on 
the context of appearance, the significant articulations considered will probably or causally be 
linked to others.

4. The Generative Trajectory of Meaning applied to advertising documents

The aim is to explain an advertisement leaving aside its own interpretation and any psychological 
or sociological dimension, because it is not an analysis of this type. The meaning that interests us 
is the one that is contained in the utterance; in other words, that wins the greatest probability of 
interpretation by the greatest number of people. The first step of the analysis is the description 
and then it is a question of finding the (main) oppositions of the figurative level. They lead to the 
theme and the values defended, those that will motivate the receiver to act. The oppositions 
concern at least two textual and/or visual elements, one of which can be entered by default; that 
is to say without being represented while being present in the utterance. As seen previously, 
meaning arises from differences; the differences frequently used in advertising are oppositions; in 
the time allotted to reading an advertisement, they are easier to spot by the receiver. The first task 
consists in precisely describing the advertisement then, in reconstructing the three levels from the 
elements of the description. We retained the J. Walker ad because it contains few elements; this 
apparent simplicity is conducive to understanding the model. If we assume that the receiver buys 
a product/service or adheres to a brand from the moment he/she values it, it seems important to 
rationally analyse the meaning of an advertisement with the GTM which allows to determine the 
value. This information is not insignificant in the context of a benchmark to position the creation; 
but the GTM also makes possible to ensure consistency in the communication of the brand’s 
values. Once the value has been identified, we can look for its thematisations and possible 
expressions for them oriented according to the intended receivers.

By convention, in order to facilitate the reading of the analysis, we chose to use mathematical 
symbols to write the oppositions of the figurative level of the GTM (see table below). The thematic 
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level is a rather short and simple sentence when the axiological level is generally expressed by a 
word. In the examples below, each ad rarely shows more than one value, the types of publication 
media preventing too rich readings.

CONVENTION FOR WRITING MEANINGFUL ARTICULATIONSCONVENTION FOR WRITING MEANINGFUL ARTICULATIONS

n
+
/
=
[n]

Figurative level : 
each opposition is numbered (n is a number)
Designates an association of meaning and not an addition (not an arithmetic sequence)
Signifies a difference (an opposition)
Indicates a logical or analog relationship (not a mathematical equivalence)
Quote the number of the previous opposition which contributes to the elaboration of the 
meaning

Thematic level : a simple and short sentenceThematic level : a simple and short sentence

Axiological level : one word to express a valueAxiological level : one word to express a value

The model is a reconstruction of meaning (see table below). It neither reconstitutes how the 
receiver thinks nor the meaning of reading, nor organizes the order of the meaning units that he 
uses, but the levels through which he passes. The receiver can use all the oppositions, one part, 
in one order, in another or by performing syncopes when he does not use this or that unit of 
meaning. Each opposition leads to a meaning unit that contributes to the development of the 
overall meaning of advertisement. Each opposition opposes meaningful associations of several 
perceived elements (plastic and figurative formants). They combine and the whole is converted 
into the next level. A formant can be a color, a shape, a material, an effect, a letter… A figure is 
made up of several formants, a color ratio, a contrast of shapes… To facilitate the reading of this 
reconstruction of meaning, we suggest starting from the most general opposition to arrive at the 
most particular.

PRINCIPLES FOR WRITING THE GTM

Figurative level : each element is opposed to an element of the same nature
1. formant + formant + figure / formant + formant + figure = such meaning unit
2. formant + formant + formant / formant + formant + figure = such meaning unit
3. [1+2] + figure + formant + figure / formant + formant + figure = such meaning unit
4. figure + formant + formant / formant + formant + figure = such meaning unit
n. [4+…] + formant + figure/ formant + formant + figure = such meaning unit

Thematic level : A simple phrase related to the product (as a catchphrase)

Axiological level : usually one word (a value)
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5. The GTM applied to JW ad

Description: A double-page ad using 
the black, yellow and white of the 
paper for the "Keep walking" slogan. 
the advertisement consists of a black 
background cut about two-thirds by a 
yellow line. On this one, on the far left, 
a vertical line of the same yellow and 
of the same thickness leading through 
the middle to a yellow horizontal 
cartouche with rounded corners. 
Inside a black geometric arrow 
pointing to the left. On the far right a 
yellow character in a tailcoat with 

boots, cane and top hat walks to the right with the "keep walking" catchphrase at shoulder level. 
Aligned on the toe of his front foot and located under the yellow horizontal line the brand name 
Johnnie Walker. We know it is the brand, because it is extremely rare to have an advertisement 
without a brand and the other text is in the form of a catchphrase.

GTM OF THE JOHNNIE WALKER ADVERTISEMENT

FIGURATIVE LEVEL

1. Infographic design (/photographic-actualisation) = virtual signs (no plausible reality)
2. Line+yellow+horizontal+character+above (/vert. line + person. below) = road and horizon
3. [2]+Inset+yellow+arrow+geometric (/arrow+artistic+chaos) = road signs
4. [1]+Graphic simplicity+text+picto (/other ads) = character is a logo
5. [1+2+3+4]+Signage+anonymous (/character logo) = alternative
6. [1+3]+Picto+logo+reading direction+2 colors+contrast = writing, coding
7. [6]+Reading direction+JW+right (/left+anonymous+past+non-living) = moving forward 

(future+living)
8. [7]+Logo+individual+style+right (/picto+mass+rules+left) = lifestyle
9. JW / Anonymous = character also represents the receiver = identification
10. [1 to 9]+JW+lifestyle+being (/anonymous+rules+not being) = being yourself
11. [1 to 10]+JW+individual+in front (/anonymous+conventional+followers) = leader
12. Slogan before character+running+to the right (/after) = the brand is driving force

THEMATIC LEVEL : JW Whiskey is an energy to move forward (and not a brake)

AXIOLOGICAL LEVEL : Independence*. (show your independence, drink JW)
* Social independence also in the sense of self-affirmation, differentiation, distinction.
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We better understand the construction of meaning when we 
compare this ad with one of its contemporaries. For the Talisker 
advertisement, the photograph updates a probable place 
confirmed by the collection of six stamps in the lower part; each 
announcing a specific place where a whiskey is produced. The 
catchphrase "On the Isle of Skye the sea hits the Talisker with its 
iodized perfumes" and the movement of the sea with its spray, 
foam, iodized perfume, ebb and flow and its mighty force against 
the rock refers to sensations (view , smell, touch, hearing, taste 
and sensory-motricity) when JW advertising is understood by the 
code (graphics, signage, pictogram and logotype writing). But why 
such a small JW logo compared to the signage? Why so much 
emptiness between the extremities ?

When we bring the character closer to the sign, we realize 
that what was the affirmation of a lifestyle (yes I am the 
Leader.) becomes contestation (no I am not like you). The 
contestation of the rules of life becomes the value and if the 
receiver becomes a buyer (after seeing this ad, he decides 
to buy a JW bottle), he becomes also transgressive (I am not 
like you). In other words, in that case, with distance 
d i f f e rence becomes i ndependence . Usua l l y i n 
communication, saying that one is different is nothing more 
than the affirmation of a basic semiotic rule : meaning arises 
from differences. If a brand assert itself as different, it does 
not pose any value, but underline a necessity to produce 
meaning. In terms of marketing positioning, we could deduce 
that the heart of the target is not young people, the 
population most prone to transgression in hard liquor market. 

When the proportions are changed, there again the meaning 
risks being reversed; what was of the order of the rule of life 
(the arrow) for all (the anonymous) which drowns everyone in 
the mass, becomes the way to follow to avoid being a 
follower. No interest for the brand to be devalued in this way.

As for the change of the proportion two-thirds above the 
yellow line and one-third below to one-third and two-thirds, the meaning of alive is converted into 
dead; the yellow line which is the road on which the character «keeps walking» what is below is 
buried, inert or worthless. Giving importance (2/3) to this part is equivalent either to diminishing 
the living or to valuing death. Which seems relatively dangerous for an alcohol ad. 
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6. The GTM applied to Kleenex ad

By paraphrasing Saussure9, we will 
say that in a language there are only 
differences and the meaning is born 
from these. To find the meaning 
probably shared by the greatest 
number of people, we look for these 
differences and in particular for the 
oppositions. An opposition is a 
relationship between at least two 
elements, but often one of them is 
missing without preventing meaning 
from occurring. At the figurative level 
we combine the differences to convert 
them into different meaning units that 
we associate, then into a theme at the 
thematic level and then at the 
axiological level into value. We 
convert the whole into a value, to 

valorise the product or the service. A value allows a subject to promote his actions (purchase or 
membership). This method of analysis makes it possible to work on large corpuses when 
intuitively guessing each advertising document is a real challenge. The ad below is taken from a 
corpus of similar English ads.

Description: A mosaic of tiles approximately two by two 
centimeters in a shades of four blues ranging from light to 
medium value. A fairly wide photographic framing with, at the 
top left, a stainless steel-coloured tubular metal toilet paper 
dispenser on which a finished roll is threaded. We therefore 
see the structure and the roller "lost" in a large mosaic 
surface. A single Linear typographic family10  is used in 
primary yellow. Written below the dispenser the catchphrase 
"but somehow he knows when to replace the batteries in the 
remote". This one is ultra-fat italized with a diagonal navy 
blue shaded outline. It is the only diagonal graphic element 
of this rectilinear advertising where everything is square. 
Bottom right the front of a packaging of four rolls marked 
Kleenex. It is preceded by the baseline "twice the length, half 
the hassle". Just above the mosaic justified along the length 
and for a third of the height of the baseline an explanation 

barely legible despite the navy blue shading "one roll of Kleenex Cottonelle double length is equal 
to two of Our regular rolls, so you change it less often".
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GTM OF KLEENEX ADVERTISEMENT

FIGURATIVE LEVEL

1. Photographic-actualisation (/Graphic-virtual design) = plausible reality
2. Mosaic+blue+dispenser (/other coverings+color+object) = room of water
3. [2]+dispenser visible structure (/dispenser with cover and frame) = private toilet
4. [2+3]+catchphrase = room for hygiene in private housing
5. [4]+toilet paper roll+mosaic (/hand basin+mosaic) = personal hygiene (/public)
6. Toilet paper dispenser/“batteries…remote” = natural need / technical need
7. Slogan speaker/subject he in the slogan = woman (W) / man (M)
8. [5+6+7]+catchphrase = Intimate hygiene = natural need = W skill
9. [5+6+7]+catchphrase = technical need = M skill
10. [8+9]+«but somehow» = W skill / M skill
11. [1]+empty wall+end of toilet paper roll = no toilet paper reserve
12. [1+11]+large framing = lack = unpleasant initial situation
13. [1to12]++packshot+"twice the length, half the hassle" = the product is the solution 

THEMATIC LEVEL : Distribution of household chores

AXIOLOGICAL LEVEL : Critical valorisation

The theme of the ad could be expressed as the conventional 
division of household chores. This sharing would make the 
woman responsible for maintenance and logistics of 
household when the man would be the technophile able to 
change the batteries of the remote control... By the presence 
of the "he knows" in the catchphrase, the brand gives a 
woman point of view and relates an inequality between men 
and women. Attached to the visual, the plastic formants of 
the slogan tell of an unpleasant initial situation (size+outline
+shading+location+diagonal position). The proposed 
product would be the practical solution to this dysphoric 
situation for women.

The advertisement's baseline "twice the length, half the 
hassle" establishes a link between the quantity of paper 
delivered and the quality of the partners' relationship; the "he" 

in the catchphrase and the presupposed "she" telling the catchphrase. Here the paper length, in 
other words the quantity, is the sold quality of the product. The brand does not question the belief 
that women are in charge of household chores, but offers them a product that meets a natural 
need and reduces the risk of arguments. By giving the female gender to the enunciator of the 
catchphrase "but somehow he knows when to replace the batteries in the remote" the brand uses 
a feminine position. She splits the receivers into female and male; and Kleenex offers an 
alternative (a) without humor or (b) with. For all receivers who may or may not perceive humor, the 
brand avoids insulting men. Through its product, Kleenex offers help to women. For this the brand 
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affirms a competence, understanding and, performance, the creation of a toilet paper roll twice as 
long which allows more carelessness. A conventional brand that does not claim to change the 
relationships and vision of men and women, but to be useful in certain situations.

About critical valorisation: to be critical is to establish a comparison between several elements to 
give them a value; for example, to go to the cinema, we evaluate the pleasure that we think we 
derive from the film, the pleasure of going there with such and such a friend, the money, the time 
spent, etc. When we establish a relationship between elements of a different nature for an 
evaluation, we enter into a comparative and evaluative critical logic.

From the information provided by the GTM we can reasonably give some probable characteristics 
of this woman: conventional and critical, but pragmatic with one or more outside occupations, a 
job or other. She thinks of use for the toilet paper roll and values functionality more than 
aesthetics; she would choose paper that was scented or matched the color of her toilets. Comfort 
is less important than practicality.

7. The GTM applied to McDonald advertisement

Description: in the background a beige wall with a metallic 
gray "M". As this is an ad we can assume that this "M" 
represents the brand. A young couple is in a loving embrace. 
In the foreground a person dressed in black from head to 
toe, seated on a bench and ready to eat. She is facing a tray 
of food that levitates. No detail reveals a woman so this 
person is a man. He has his fists clenched on the table and, 
by his posture and position, expresses a concentrated gaze 
on the set. His all-black costume consists of a long cape, a 
helmet-mask, gloves and a control panel breastplate. The 
helmet-mask fully covers his head and neck. The open face 
is protected on the forehead and sides. The mask does not 
follow the contours of the face and looks a bit like a grille. 
The costume leaves the man with something human (flexible 
materials, arms, hands, cape) and dehumanizes him with its 
robot aspect (helmet, mask, control plate). The character is 
Darth Vader from the Starwars saga. The tray says almost 
nothing about what is eaten apart from the fries. There is no 

promotion on this or that dish or formula, also the ad does not sell a specific product or meal. The 
advertisement could propose a style of food consumption, but if we take into account the 
catchphrase "come as you are" it is rather a style of relationship with others or even a lifestyle.
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GTM 1 OF MCDONALD ADVERTISEMENT

FIGURATIVE LEVEL

1. M+wall+logo+table+bench (/deco+furniture style) = private space open to the public
2. Table+bench+tray+Logo (/other furniture) = catering
3. Young people + restaurant + hug (/old couple + restaurant) = private behavior
4. [1+2+3] = private relationship+public space (/private relationship+private space) = past 

conventional limit = threshold of acceptability (provocation, transgression)
5. [4]+people+reality+character+levitation board = incongruity
6. [2+3+4+5]+[Private/public]+[reality/fiction] = attenuation of transgression
7. M = place of acceptance of these behaviors

THEMATIC LEVEL : At McDonald's we don't care what people say

AXIOLOGICAL LEVEL : freedom valorization (come as you are)

We thus arrive at the catchphrase come as you are (GTM1); but does the advertising stop there? 
If so, the thematic level is «at McDonald's we don't care what people say»; the axiological level is 
«freedom»; that is to say, be yourself or have behaviors different from those generally practiced in 
a restaurant. Indeed, the advertisement articulates a private behavior (the loving embrace) in a 
space open to the public (restaurant); in this type of place, by convention, we expect behavior 
that does not fall within the realm of intimacy. We can therefore imagine an axis with a very formal 
meal at the extreme and a totally particular «delusional» meal at the other (see below); and 
between these extremes, a gradation of various meals. But why this character? Why Darth Vader 
rather than Yoda, Obi-Wan Kenobi, Mickey, etc. ? What does Darth Vader represent?

RESTAURANT BEHAVIORS (come as you are)RESTAURANT BEHAVIORS (come as you are)RESTAURANT BEHAVIORS (come as you are)

Normal situation Particular situation
←----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------→←----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------→←----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------→

Private behavior + Private space
Public behavior + Public space
Conventional meal - boring - rules of life

Private behavior + Public space
Public behavior + Private space

informal meal - delusional - lifestyle

Darth Vader is a character from the Star Wars saga, a cultural reference for several generations. 
He embodies evil (the dark side of the force). He has an iron will that gives his powers great 
intensity. He has the same powers as the Jedi like Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi, but his 
determination gives them more strength. His determination is as if focused on an objective (Evil) 
when the determination linked to the Jedi (Good) seems diffuse. In Star Wars saga the Jedi react 
to the Darth Vader acts; they don't try to change reality but Darth Vader does. It is essentially this 
image of being extremely willful (focusing) that is used to enhance the brand's products 
(willingness represented by: body posture, closed fists, resting on the table, head bearing, etc.). 
The more he wants the food, the more desirable it becomes. The more he expresses his will, the 
darker the character and the worse he is, the more he lends flavor to the products, because we 
cannot imagine such a strong being eating bland food (tasteless); but materialized by the fictional 
character, out of its context therefore, its dark side remains virtual when the taste is actualized, 
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materialized by the product in situation. The flying tray is a sign of his will while allowing to give a 
certain lightness to the food.

GTM 2 OF MCDONALD ADVERTISEMENT

FIGURATIVE LEVEL

8. Photo+Darth Vader+actualisation (Mickey+fantastic+virtualisation) = possible future reality
9. [8]+Silhouette+arms+hands+soft+cloth+cape = human
10. [9]+Black+helmet+mask (/white+face) = evil
11. [9+10]+Close+fists+concentration+dark = passion
12. Helmet+mask+faceless+rigid+keyboard+metal = android
13. [9-12] = cyborg (to be half-flesh half-machine)
14. [9-13]+a being of flesh+machine corseted = passionate cyborg
15. [9+10+11]+Posture+position+directed gaze = intensity (concentration) 
16. [9+10+11+14+15]+levitation = strong oriented will
17. [1-16]+product = desired taste 

THEMATIC LEVEL : Whatever people say about McDo come and taste our dishes

AXIOLOGICAL LEVEL : pleasure valorization

8. General conclusion

In the first chapters we have exposed the main elements of a design project context, the 
mechanisms underlying the design which can be improved when the designer becomes aware of 
them, then, the concepts, tools and methods of the human sciences which largely participate in 
the design development process. For the last phase when the design is transformed into 
realization, it seemed fundamental to introduce tools of semiology applied to design.

The semiotics presented here is part of the approach of the school of Paris. It is a theory and a 
method for exploring the manifestations of meaning. It is postulated that any design consists of an 
expression plan in relation to a content plan. The relationship between these two plans is 
conditioned by codes and depends on the receiver who defines what belongs to one and the 
other. As design mixes several languages, both sensitive and intelligible, the large number of 
possible combinations within expression plan, content plan and between these two plans 
constitutes heterogeneities that are sources of confusion and loss of meaning. Semiology applied 
to design helps the designer to solve them and to better control the relevance of the creations.
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After a short history of semiotics from its origins to its latest advances, we presented the links it 
has with design. The latter, a meliorative perspective and provocative of valorization, builds 
semantic and syntactic relations between the elements that it associates. In order to learn how to 
handle them, we developed several models that we applied to various designs. These models fit 
into three trajectories of meaning: the generative trajectory of meaning, usage as a process of 
accommodation, and design as a sensory trajectory. Although the combination of these 
trajectories is left to the free will of the user; the designer is in charge of their respective 
compositions and organizations as well as their general interweaving. This allow the orientation 
towards a fully satisfactory use of design. Each trajectory sheds light on a design. In this 
framework of analysis, we have broken down this or that design by following all or part of these 
paths; but in the end it is a question of bringing them together in order to best resolve the 
heterogeneities consubstantial with the design in order to increase its relevance and coherence. 
All this with the aim of improving the life of the user.

Guibourgé Jérôme, Design phase 1, améliorer sa conception, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2021.
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