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Working Title 
Make Your Wordmark Work 
How bespoke typography and lettering can elevate your brand’s logo 
 
Referring to a typeface as a font was grounds for early dismissal at Syracuse University, where I 
studied graphic design. A typeface, we learned, is a particular design of type that includes 
letters, numbers, and other symbols. A font, on the other hand, is a specific point size and 
weight of typeface. Put simply, a typeface is a collection of fonts. Get it? Speaking the language 
correctly was just one of the attributes necessary to becoming a professional graphic designer. 
 
Upon entering the workforce, I soon discovered another necessity — A distinguished collection 
of varied and expensive typefaces. In the early 2000’s, it remained one of the key elements 
separating graphic design studios from the casual design enthusiast. Since the 1980’s, 
however, that professional gap has continued to close. Today, the moonlighting-freelancer can 
select from hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of affordable and free fonts. The resourceful 
designer is likely to discover rarely-used, obscure options — The kind that might even be 
considered appropriate for a lucky brand’s logotype. To the uninformed business or 
organization, logo design seems almost too easy. 
 
In the golden age of digital typography, however, selecting the right typeface no longer offers a 
competitive advantage. Any other business can pluck the same font off the shelf and use it to 
represent their brand. But the point of branding is to stand out from the competition! The more 
unique and own-able a brand’s logo is, the better it serves both the business it represents and 
the audience it’s targeting. The logotype represents the name of the business and is the primary 
way a brand is recalled and discussed (Lelis et al., 2020). It needs to be thoughtfully crafted to 
convey brand values and graphically represent what the business stands for. Professional logo 
design is a craft — an art some might argue — and customizing typefaces, or creating bespoke 
lettering, offer the best ways to make an original, memorable, and timeless wordmark.  
 
Logotype in Branding 
Defined broadly, branding is the ability of a company to distinguish itself from companies that 
offer similar products or services. As new organizations enter the marketplace and competition 
gets stiffer, the importance of creating an exclusive brand increases. While branding consists of 
many parts, the logo remains the most consistent element of a brand’s identity system. In other 
words, the more unique and own-able a brand’s logo is, the better it serves the business it 
represents and the audience it’s targeting. While logos can also contain marks and icons, type 
provides an extraordinary opportunity for a quick association with a company’s name. The word 
logo, in fact, is short for logotype, which uses only text to represent a brand. 
 
Yet, there remains another component of brand typography that is more art than science. In a 
complex and hyper-digital world, brands need more than recall or association to stand out. Time 
and again, research shows that Typography can make an emotional connection with the 
intended audience (Günay, 2024). Expressive type has the ability to define a mood, a feeling, or 

https://www.creativereview.co.uk/monotype-digital-typography/


tone of voice, making it one of the most important elements for breakthrough brands today. How 
can a business take advantage of this understanding? 
 
Typography vs. Lettering 
In essence, there two graphic approaches to creating a logotype: typography and lettering. They 
are both relevant, but it’s important to understand the difference to determine the right approach 
for a specific organization.  
 
Typography is the practice of creating letters for the purpose of print or digital applications. 
Typographers like Max Miedinger and Matthew Carter are responsible for some of the most 
iconic typefaces of the 20th Century, like Helvetica and Georgia, respectively. Starting in the 
1950’s, brand designers leveraged many of these typefaces as-is, or as a starting point for 
corporate logotypes. Customizing established fonts is one way to create a more memorable 
logo. 
 
Lettering, on the other hand, is the art of drawing letters individually. While it can be done 
digitally, the key difference from typography is that the individual letters aren’t intended to be 
part of a complete alphabet. Lettering is created with the sole purpose of creating a stylistic 
word, making it even more specific, expressive, and applicable to logo design.  
 
So which direction is best for your brand? It’s helpful to consider historical context. 
 
Historical Context  
Prior to the 1950’s, designers used a mix of serif, sans serif, and cursive typefaces in their 
layouts. It was a bit of a mess. Typesetters, who once had the sole responsibility of arranging 
type for print, were introduced to phototypesetting in the 1960’s. Font houses sprang up across 
the globe, designing new typefaces to accommodate for the new process. This technological 
advancement drastically changed mechanical process for graphic designers, most notably in 
corporate identity design.  
 
You can imagine the visual shock when designers like Massimo Vignelli, Saul Bass, and Josef 
Muller-Brockmann introduced Swiss Modernism to the graphic landscape in America. It was 
clean. It was legible. Some might argue it was void of emotion. And, according to Italian 
designer, Vignelli, that was the point! He didn’t believe that a typeface should convey tone of 
voice — that was the job of the message. In the movie Helvetica (Swiss Dots, 2002), he proudly 
claimed that American Airlines, set in his favorite typeface, was the only airline that hasn’t 
changed logos in 40 years. It was timeless, he exclaimed. Or was it? His logo for Knoll furniture 
design looks eerily similar. 
 
“I don’t believe that type should be expressive at all,” said Massimo Vignelli 
 
By contrast, American designer Saul Bass often neglected mid-century sans serif fonts for hand-
made lettering. His opening title sequence for The Man with the Golden Arm was made out of 
cut paper, creating a geometric design that was undoubtedly his own. It evoked the raw emotion 
of the heroin’s struggle with addiction. Similarly, his hand-drawn lettering for Kleenex connotated 
the soft, fluffy feeling of the tissue. It’s one of the reasons the brand name became eponymous. 
Could Helvetica have achieved these results? Probably not. 
 
(LinkedIn Video Idea: share both approaches with overhead view of printouts. Compare and 
contrast approaches to help decide best path forward.) 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76qwCF6ThLs&t=297s


Typographic Challenge 
I’m not suggesting that starting with a typeface for logo design is limiting. In fact, the opposite 
can be true — designers often do their most creative work with well-defined parameters. The 
real challenge, for both businesses and designers now, is to fight the urge to use a typeface 
without altering it. Even if it seems perfect out of the box, any other brand can use the same 
exact typeface. Not only does that defeat the purpose of branding, it can also become a 
problematic when the business grows — Original typographic solutions are almost always 
easier to trademark. 
 
Vignelli was famously dogmatic in his approach to design and typeface selection. Throughout 
his illustrious career, he limited his selection to five typefaces: Futura, Times New Roman, 
Helvetica, Bodoni, and Century. The rest could be trashed, he claimed.  
 
By his standard, there are literally thousands more trashy typeface options today. Some of them 
are affordable, and many are even free. The temptation among young designers to download 
one from the internet, and set the name of a company in it, can be alluring. This approach poses 
two new problems. First, free fonts tend to lack the design sophistication of the typefaces 
designed by professional typographers. Second, this practice devalues the marketplace for 
professional designers. Why would a small business pay a fortune for a new logo, when they 
can hire a recent graduate to design one for pennies on the dollar? 
 
The advent of AI presents even more challenges. With design programs that leverage Artificial 
Intelligence, such as Adobe Firefly, Stable Diffusion, and Dall–E, even non-designers can take a 
crack at logo design. They create some interesting results. From what I’ve seen, though, these 
programs lack the typographic nuance that’s necessary for brand wordmarks. Theoretically, 
anybody that enters similar inputs can achieve the same results as somebody else. AI also has 
a propensity to focus on trends, potentially shortening the lifespan and relevancy of the logo. 
Wouldn’t it be wise for businesses to invest in their brand to begin with? 
 
Advantages of a Bespoke Logotype 
As with most graphic design solutions, custom is almost always better, and the perks go well 
beyond aesthetics. Creating a custom logotype offers distinct advantages for an organization’s 
brand and bottom line. Here's how: 

Brand Benefits 

• Originality: A bespoke logotype ensures that the brand stands out in the marketplace 
with a recognizable typographic identity. It’s important that no other company in the 
same business category shares the same visual DNA. A distinctive wordmark helps to 
create an emotional connection and increases memorability. 

• Legibility: Customized typefaces and original lettering can be optimized for readability 
across platforms, devices, and sizes. A well-crafted logotype maintains legibility across 
all media — from billboards and printed packaged goods, to the company’s website and 
social media profile pics. 

• Credibility: Tailored typography contributes to brand equity and familiarity which, in 
turns, aids credibility. Think about FedEx or Google — both use slightly-altered 
geometric sans serif typefaces. Examples like these prove, time and again, that custom 
logotypes are easy to recognize, build trust, and enhance user recall.  



Business Benefits 

• Ownership: When type is custom-made, there's far less risk of infringement or 
confusion with existing brand marks. As such, a unique logotype can significantly 
simplify the legal process of trademarking.  

• Consistency: Ever notice the negative space between letterforms? Logo designers pay 
extra attention to it. Custom typography provides full control over scale, weight, spacing, 
proportions, and counter spaces. They work to maintain visual rhythm and balance, so 
that the logo looks consistent across print and digital applications. 

• Differentiation: The cost of a product or services is often based on perceived value. A 
bespoke logotype signifies an investment in brand identity, positioning the business as 
more premium, or having better quality products, than the competition. This is 
particularly true in saturated markets. 

Inspiration 
For me, exploring unexpected sources of inspiration can elevate the creative experience when 
designing a bespoke logotype. With just a phone camera and a discerning eye, you can quickly 
build a library of typographic references without spending a dime. One underrated method, 
favored by Minnesota brand designer, Alan Peters is called “badge hunting.” He sifts through 
antique stores to find vintage signage. These relics often showcase early Americana — bold, 
playful, and characterful typographic styles that fell out of favor after the introduction of Swiss 
Modernism. This hands-on approach provides a tactile inspiration that can’t be replicated online. 
Plus, it can add an element of authentic visual storytelling to the final logo presentation. Where 
to start? A few places to consider: 

• Carnivals and Fairs: Old rides always have painted signage. 
• Antique Stores: Take a close look at any packaging on the shelves. 
• Downtown Storefronts: Find the nearest town or village, and start walkin’. 
• Used Bookstores: Book covers, title pages, and chapters headings. Vintage 

magazines, like early RollingStone, always featured custom type. 
• Garage Sales: Postcards, and product manuals can be goldmines for typography. 
• Flea Markets: Packaging, signage, and printed ephemera with uncommon lettering 

styles. 
• Historical Societies: Often preserve typographic artifacts from different eras. 

Artificial Intelligence 
While it’s best, and more fulfilling, to start with physical sources for inspiration, AI offers the 
opportunity to speed up the competitive research process. Tools such as Copilot, ChatGPT, 
and Microsoft Bing AI allow designers to quickly analyze competitor logos and discover 
design patterns across industries. Essentially, AI adds efficiency to the ideation process, as 
long as its used strategically after the initial exploration. In many cases, this research 
provides valuable information on what not to do. It’s always better to avoid trends and focus 
on timeless solutions. 

Ways to Customize Type 
Sure, customizing typography is a rich creative endeavor, but it’s also a technical design 
process. It starts with developing strong concepts rooted in research and curiosity. After 
gathering inspiration from historical type, designers should begin sketching initial ideas that feel 
authentic, resonant, and appropriately answers the creative brief. Early exploration often leads 
to interesting typographic treatments that go beyond conventional letterforms.  



Once a clear direction is established, then it’s finally time to peruse those font folders. Adobe 
Fonts and Google Fonts are great resources, but also research font houses. Despite being 
more expensive, they will often have a much better selection of custom typefaces. Search 
based on your initial sketches. Save time by deciding whether serif or sans serif is more 
appropriate. This decision alone decreases search time by 50%. 

Organizations with short names have a distinct advantage, as the type can appear much larger 
on signage and therefore easier to read. They are also easier to customize — long names often 
require straightforward type for legibility. After the type has been arranged in a legible, visually 
appealing way, there are many ways to modify type for maximum expressiveness. Here’s a few: 

• Extend: Extend crossbars, ascenders, or descenders of individual letterforms to create 
memorable focal points. 

• Embellish: Adding attractive flourishes like swashes, loops, or other ornamentation can 
create an unexpected design element. 

• Negative Space: Find hidden symbols or shapes within the letters. 
• Combine Letters: Cleverly combining two or more letters into stunning ligatures while 

enhancing or maintaining legibility. 
• Edit Corners: Even subtle changes, like cropping corners at unexpected angles or 

softening edges, can help create a fresh identity. 

Lettering is more of a fine art, and some professionals practice it exclusively. However, lettering 
should not be confused with script or cursive — those are certain typographic styles. Lettering 
can just as easily be done for block type. Or cloud type. Or, whatever. If a more freeform, 
organic typographic approach is right for the client, it should not be avoided. 

There are many techniques to achieve the desired hand-lettering results. Here’s a secret — it 
does not have to be create by hand! Lettering can be created in many design programs as well.  
And, YouTube is chock full of short tutorials. Chances are, if there’s a look you’re going for, a 
video exists to help you make it. Here’s 5 Lettering styles to try for your next logo project: 

• Monoline: Every stroke has a consistent thickness in this approach, making it clean and 
ideal for minimalist designs. 

• Block Lettering: Block lettering uses bold geometric shapes with a clear structure. One 
of the benefits of block lettering is that it can be legible at any size. 

• Brush Lettering: Created to look like brush pens or paintbrushes, brush lettering 
features fluid strokes with dramatic thickness variation. 

• Swirly Cursive: Flowing cursive lettering with extra flourishes and loops, swirly cursive 
can add a playful, dreamy, or even romantic touch.  

• Vintage Serif: Vintage serif evokes nostalgia and craftsmanship, which is great for 
artisanal or heritage brands — it’s often inspired by old-school typography with ornate 
serifs and classic proportions.  

Tracing calligraphy with a preferred writing utensil allows the designer to feel the rhythm of the 
strokes, while sketching variations encourages experimentation with style, weight, and spacing. 
Refining these sketches with precise corrections or purposeful imperfections can amplify 
personality. Layering strokes or incorporating shadows adds depth, and using texture—whether 
through stippling, hatching, or distressed effects—transforms letters into visual experiences that 
evoke emotion.  



For Designers Only: Sell The Process 

Crafting a custom type logo isn't just a design choice — it's a brand-defining process. That 
process needs to be a part of the story. Start by walking the client through the competitive 
landscape. Identify trends and predictable patterns and their industry. It’s important that 
businesses are recognizable in the same category, but also break through the crowd. Are there 
any missed opportunities? 

This helpful setup frames custom typography and unique lettering as a creative strategy. 
Support the research by showing the behind-the-scenes magic: sketches, explorations, and 
doodles that reveal the iterative process. It builds trust and showcases the depth of your 
thinking. As you present, highlight your design decisions. Explain how certain design decisions 
add personality, why particular proportions enhance legibility, and what trendy aesthetics were 
bypassed to ensure timelessness. The idea is to prove the final options were all designed with 
intent.  

Finally, bring it all full circle: present the logo in context with life-like mockups. Logos are almost 
never seen alone. Whethe it's elegant, industrial, or playful, use expressive language that 
mirrors the style’s visual tone of voice. Let the energy of the presentation reflect the energy of 
the logo itself. A custom typographic treatment is not just a mark — it’s the voice of a brand in 
letterform. 

 
The Future of Logo Design 

As the tools, techniques, and visual parameters of branding continues to evolve, timeless 
typographic logos remain rooted in clarity, creativity, and emotional resonance. Iconic 
wordmarks like Ford and IBM thrive because they blend simplicity with distinctiveness, 
functioning across decades without losing their original identity. Is it coincidence that, today, 
they also work across all mediums? Contrast this with other approaches — Pepsi’s shifting 
styles or Gap’s short-lived 2010 rebrand — that lack continuity and often alienate their 
audiences. In an age of fleeting trends, durability stems from strong foundational typographical 
design. 

Yet as the landscape shifts, designers and businesses alike must ask difficult questions. Are 
overly stylized logos truly user-friendly across all formats? Can they live in print, digital, and 
motion while maintaining brand integrity? What is the true cost of building a brand that isn’t 
distinct, memorable, and unique? Can generative AI ethically contribute to brand identities when 
outputs rely on ingesting current styles? The answers aren't always clear-cut, but they do 
emphasize the need for intentionality and integrity in brand logo creation.  

Ultimately, businesses built to last need logos crafted to express their soul. Custom 
type remains one of the strongest ways to embody a brand’s message in a form no algorithm 
can replicate. Read: engage and commit to a unique typeface, guaranteeing a stable emotional 
perception. It’s not just about standing out — it’s about standing tall, decade after decade. Logo 
design isn’t a science, but it’s also more objective than art. It’s identity architecture. And the 
future favors those who build with long-term vision. 
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