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Abstract. The present paper represents a study that examines the relationship between the 

concepts associated with kitsch and quality approached as antagonistic concepts, for which was 

considered the direct connection to the product and its defining characteristics described as the 

product features, colour, form, material and dimensioning. Considering the relative influence 

of the proposed features, it was generated a series of concepts that represent the basis of the 

analysis format, on which numerical values will be assigned. The research contributes to 

industrial product design assessment in the situation where the product is approached from the 

perspective of the intrinsic components of the perceived value, being proposed an analysis 

model that starts from the relative importance ratios of the product features considered in direct 

relation with a correspondent assigned value.  
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1.  Introduction 

Kitsch is often surrounded by ambiguity and it is not always a fully aware occurrence, however, when 

a product is labelled as kitsch, it is a generally valid fact that it will be related to negative aspects. 

Stating an exact definition can be quite intricate, however, kitsch is generally associated with bad taste 

[1, 2, 3], a form of denigration [4] and desecration of acknowledged symbols [5], symbols that could 

be taken out of context and reproduced graphically on mass products defined by a completely different 

destination [3]. Although it is not a novelty concept, kitsch is a widely debated issue and a complex 

phenomenon [6], its absolute removal not being a valid option since the associated products are still 

successful and it is quite difficult to eliminate them given the constant demand. While it is surrounded 

by so many negative associations, kitsch continues to persevere, whereas the attraction to it is justified 

by various reasons, as it is seen as innocent joy and a break from daily responsibilities [2], generating 

the feeling of relaxation as a form of hedonism [7], even becoming a way of emotional security [8] as 

nostalgia and the need for belonging. Kitsch is related to products that usually lack in functionality or 

their function is shaded by a prominent ludic character.  Even though playfulness can have positive 

associations and interactivity and be useful especially in the case of products defined by multiple 

functions and can even guide attention and facilitate usability, however, taking into account the fact 

that a playful product on its own that is not defined by functionality and can be more playful than 

actually useful, it is no surprise that kitsch tends to be considered worthless [8], all the more so as an 

imposed form of ludic character can become a misinterpreted representation of creativity that could 

directly affect the product and the perception on it. 
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Most of the time kitsch is highlighted in pseudo-art [9] or artisanal products intended for tourist 

consumption as souvenirs and as demand had an incremental growth such products have become 

mass-produced, the concept being taken over in the end even in consumer goods industrially produced, 

which has a direct impact on mass consumption. As a social issue, even though it can be present in 

products intended for all social categories even in art [1], kitsch is often associated with the lower 

classes, as it is considered to be the need of the masses to access consecrated objects of symbolism 

that the economical - social context would not normally provide access to [10], its appeal to it being 

possibly due to cultural conditioning and limited access to education [6] or low cultural appraisal [11]. 

This can be also translated in the lack of consumer education [12] which is in a direct relationship with 

the perceived value of the product [13]. 

The perceived value is reflected not only by the association with kitsch, at the opposite end of the 

analysis, even with greater impact, the way in which customers perceive a product can also be 

reflected in terms of quality [14]. Moreover, there are common aspects that can be considered, such as 

the emotional component [15], however there is a strong difference in the way they are reflected, 

being relevant to what extent a prominent form of meaning represented most often by the strong 

reproduction of other already existing concepts can do more harm instead of providing an appropriate 

meaning in accordance with the product symbolism as a representation of personality, which further 

highlights the way in which the two components can be approached antagonistically. The basic 

component of the perceived value of the product is represented by its price [16], however, the purpose 

of the current study is to explore the intrinsic components [17] that are in direct relation to the product, 

its characteristics and the way they intertwine, considered as attributes. 

2.  Delimitation and analysis of concepts 

Taking into account the components generally associated with quality [18] as well as the perceived 

quality [14, 19], the design assessment dimensions were considered in relation to them [20]. As a 

parallel to these, in the presented study were also considered the elements generally associated with 

kitsch as previously described and presented in Figure 1. Thus, the purpose of the analysis is to 

identify the aspects related to the two categories which can influence the final design of the product, 

being highlighted the fact that they do not intertwine directly but even more so they are defined by 

concepts that are in opposition to one another. 

 

Figure 1. Associations of kitsch and quality from the perspective of design assessment dimensions 
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The concepts based on the design dimensions previously presented were transposed in Figure 2 as 

attributes in direct relation to the elements that define the product, being considered for the proposed 

study the following product features: colour described as the product’s colour scheme and its 

implications, the form of the product that includes the general form and decorations, the material as 

the ensemble of component materials and the dimensioning as sizing elements of the product.  

 

Figure 2. Associations of kitsch and quality from the perspective of product features 

Considering the product typology and its destination of use, it is proposed as a first phase of the 

analysis the determination of the features importance rank, taking into account the degree to which 

they impact the described concepts associated to the products perceived value. Thus, considering the 

eigenvector model [21], the product features (colour, form, material and dimensioning) will be 

analysed comparatively, their relative importance being noted according to Saaty [22] with values 

from 1 (equal importance) to 9 (absolute importance), as represented in the relations from (1) to (4). 

𝑃 = {𝑝1, 𝑝2, … , 𝑝𝑛} ↔ 𝑃 = {C, F,M, D}                                                  (1) 

∑ 𝑝𝑖 = 1𝑛
𝑖=1                                                                         (2) 

𝐴 = (

𝑝1/𝑝1 𝑝1/𝑝2 ⋯ 𝑝1/𝑝𝑛
𝑝2/𝑝1 𝑝2/𝑝2 ⋯ 𝑝2/𝑝𝑛
⋯ ⋯ ⋯ ⋯

𝑝𝑛/𝑝1 𝑝𝑛/𝑝2 ⋯ 𝑝𝑛/𝑝𝑛

) = (

C/C C/F C/M C/D
F/C F/F F/M F/D
M/C M/F M/M M/D
D/C D/F D/M D/D

)                      (3) 

𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 1/𝑎𝑗𝑖, 𝑎𝑖𝑗 = 𝑎𝑖𝑘/𝑎𝑗𝑘, 𝑖, 𝑗, 𝑘 = 1, . . , 𝑛.                                              (4) 

where, 𝑃 represents the importance vector of the coefficients, 𝐴 is the matrix of relative importance 

of the criteria, 𝑎𝑖𝑗 represents the position of a term, C is representative for colour, F is representative 

for form, M is representative for material and D is representative for dimensioning. 
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Considering the obtained 𝐴 matrix, based on the characteristic equation represented in relation (5), 

the value for 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 will be obtained. By replacing in relation (6) the value for 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥, the relation will 

take the form presented in relation (7), based on which will be determined the corresponding values of 

importance 𝑝𝑖 of the four proposed features.  

det(𝐴 − 𝜆𝐼) = 0                                                                  (5) 

𝐴𝑃𝑇 = 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥𝑃
𝑇                                                                   (6) 

(

1 − 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 C/F C/M C/D
F/C 1 − 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 F/M F/D
M/C M/F 1 − 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 M/D
D/C D/F D/M 1 − 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥

) ∗ (

𝑝1
𝑝2
𝑝3
𝑝4

) = 0                          (7)                   

where, 𝐼 is the identity matrix, 𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 represents the highest eigenvalue and 𝑃𝑇 is the ratios 

corresponding column vector. 

The values thus obtained for the importance coefficients of the features contribute to the 

subsequent determination of the values of importance of the associated attributes that are to be 

presented. 

3.  Generated concepts and associated attributes 

Considering the four features, it will be analysed the influence relationship between them in relation to 

the described associations, thus being generated 16 relationships described along with the associated 

attributes, presented as follows: 

▪ Colour / Colour (CC) – It will be analysed the degree of harmony generated by the chromatic 

scheme [23] considering the impact on the aesthetics of the product; 

▪ Colour → Form (CF) – Taking into account the chromatic scheme in relation to the form, it will be 

analysed the extent to which the visual representation of the product reflects its function [24]; 

▪ Colour → Material (CM) – The extent to which the chromatic elements are symbolically adapted to 

the user's category will be analysed taking into account both the significance of the materials [25] 

presented in the natural form and those covered by colour and the meaning thus associated; 

▪ Colour → Dimensioning (CD) – Considering the product’s colour scheme, it will be analysed the 

extent to which the amount of colour associated with the product surfaces generates harmony [26]; 

▪ Form → Colour (FC) – It will be established the extent to which the forms that define the product 

in relation to the associated chromatic scheme generate the presence of the cliché [27] and 

prominent meaning; 

▪ Form / Form (FF) – It will be analysed the degree of reproduction (considering other concepts 

already known) of both the general form of the product and the forms identified in the decorative 

elements; 

▪ Form → Material (FM) – Taking into account the type of material and its implications, it will be 

established the extent to which the form is adapted to the purpose of use of the product; 

▪ Form → Dimensioning (FD) – Taking into account the form in relation to the dimensioning 

elements of the product, it will be analysed the extent to which the product is stylistically adapted 

to the context of use; 

▪ Material → Colour (MC) – The degree of representative honesty of the product materials [28] will 

be analysed, taking into account the presence of chromatic reproduction of other materials; 

▪ Material → Form (MF) – It will be established the way in which the material in its relation with the 

formal elements presents a corresponding degree of finishing; 

▪ Material / Material (MM) – The extent to which the material impacts the reliability and durability 

of the product will be established [29]; 
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▪ Material → Dimensioning (MD) – Taking into account the dimensioning elements, it will be 

established to what extent the product through its materials ensures comfort in use and reflects the 

appropriate compressibility and roughness [30]; 

▪ Dimensioning → Colour (DC) – Considering the chromatic reproduction of already existing 

concepts, it will be considered to what extent the scale is replicated, taking into account that a high 

degree of detail reproduction of other concepts directly affects the honest representation of the 

products’ destination; 

▪ Dimensioning → Form (DF) – Considering the dimensioning of the product, it will be analysed the 

extent to which its form adapts to the context, since for a considered product form, the 

dimensioning of certain components as well as of the product as a whole can have different 

meanings in relation to the expected context of use; 

▪ Dimensioning → Material (DM) – It will be analysed the extent to which the dimensioning of the 

product in its relationship with the product’s materials is in accordance with technical standards 

and ensures safe use; 

▪ Dimensioning / Dimensioning (DD) – It will be considered the extent to which the dimensioning of 

the product reflects an appropriate scale (without being defined by unnecessary oversizing or even 

undersizing) both in regards to usability as well as symbolically. 

As it was described, the relations thus formed are represented by the direct impact of a feature (CC, 

FF, MM and DD), along with the way in which a certain feature in correspondence with the influence 

of another one considered (CF, CM, etc.) influence the associated concepts of the perceived value of 

the product. 

4.  Notation and results interpretation 

The assessment of the product starts from completing the format proposed in Figure 3 considering the 

relational concepts of the features and their associated antagonistic attributes. In the numerical 

marking, for each of the 16 relationships, it will be taken into account the extent to which the product 

relates to its corresponding setting from -5 to +5, where zero represents the neutrality of the concept 

associated with the attribute.  

 

Figure 3. Assessment format for attribute notation of assigned values 
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Following the notation, the values obtained within the format are representative for the matrix of 

assigned values 𝑉, the position of the pairs within the matrix being represented in relation (8) as the 

generated connections between the four features.  

Regarding the corresponding importance values, based on the values previously obtained for the 

basic ratios of the features 𝑝𝑖 presented in relation (9) (values that were deduced from relation 7), in 

order to determine the ratios of the attributes, the 𝑝 values will be correlated in pairs as seen in relation 

(10). Thus, considering the 𝑟𝑖𝑗 ratios of the attributes, in relation (11) it was presented the newly 

generated square matrix 𝑅 of order 4, for which the main diagonal (defined by 𝑖 = 𝑗) is representative 

for the attributes ratios generated unilaterally by the product features.  

𝑉 = (

CC CF CM CD
FC FF FM FD
MC MF MM MD
DC DF DM DD

) = (

𝑣11 𝑣12 𝑣13 𝑣14
𝑣21 𝑣22 𝑣23 𝑣24
𝑣31 𝑣32 𝑣33 𝑣34
𝑣41 𝑣42 𝑣43 𝑣44

)                                 (8) 

𝑃 = {𝑝1, 𝑝2, … , 𝑝𝑛}                                                                  (9) 

𝑟𝑖𝑗 = 𝑝𝑖 ∗ 𝑝𝑗                                                                       (10) 

𝑅 = (

𝑟11 𝑟12 𝑟13 𝑟14
𝑟21 𝑟22 𝑟23 𝑟24
𝑟31 𝑟32 𝑟33 𝑟34
𝑟41 𝑟42 𝑟43 𝑟44

)                                                           (11) 

𝑀 = ∑ 𝑟𝑖𝑗𝑣𝑖𝑗
𝑛
𝑖=1                                                                    (12) 

where, 𝑉 is the matrix of assigned values, 𝑃 represents the vector of importance of the features, 𝑅 

represents the matrix of attributes ratios, 𝑀 is the indicator for perceived value, 𝑟 represents the 

importance ratio of an attribute and 𝑣 represents the assigned value of an attribute. 

The indicator associated to the perceived value of the product 𝑀 will be determined by the sum of 

the attributes in relation to their importance as presented in relation (12). The 𝑀 indicator can take 

values in the range [-80, 80], as -80 is representative for the lowest perceived value and +80 for the 

highest perceived value of the product. Following the assessment, the interpretation of the results 

should be performed in relation to the position of the obtained value within the established interval. 

Thus, the 𝑀 indicator was proposed as the final element of interpretation of the analysis, for which, 

the results can be influenced both by the assigned values in accordance with the degree of fulfilment, 

as well as the ratio setting, in which case a major relevance is represented by the relative assignment 

of importance in relation to the product typology and the way in which the product features are 

considered to be influenced by the associated concepts to the perceived value. 

5.  Conclusions 

The application of the proposed model starts from establishing the relative importance of the features 

depending on the typology of the product in relation to the way in which they impact the described 

concepts associated to the products perceived value, following that after noting the assessment format, 

the values thus assigned will be correlated with those obtained from the matrix of importance, based 

on them being obtained the final value of the indicator of perceived value of the product in 

correspondence with the intervals established for the interpretation of the results.  

Unlike extrinsic ones (as price or brand image), the intrinsic components of perceived value are 

less obvious and imply the proper understanding of the impact of product characteristics on its final 

design. Also, even if the real value of the product is realized, the wheel of production, demand and 

consumption could generate the situation in which there is no better alternative and it is obvious there 

is no guarantee that the reason we produce poor quality products is due to demand, as is the possibility 
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that overpopulation with inferior goods may also be due to replication of existing products as an 

apparent security of commercial success, or even small mass production companies intended for the 

lower classes cannot afford or refuse to invest in development or are not even aware of the need to do 

so. This situation could limit the access to better products that could have been obtained at the same 

cost of production and in this case, even if the consumer could be aware of the product’s real value, he 

will compromise as trying to choose the best option from those available, as one of the most harmful 

components of kitsch is the association with precarious products defined by poor quality [31] which 

has a direct impact on product reliability and on a large scale on sustainability [32]. 

The presented study does not claim to be an algorithm that would ensure total product quality nor 

would eliminate the existence of kitsch products as souvenirs that lack in functionality, however in the 

case of industrial products that are designed for a specific purpose of use, the model can be applied as 

a framework in assessing the perceived value of a product considering concepts associated with kitsch 

and quality in relation to product features and corresponding design elements. Moreover, if it is 

considered even from the beginning in the concept design assessment phase and not just on existing 

products, the proposed model can contribute to the improvement of the perceived value of the product 

even since the production stage, which could contribute finally to the perceived quality and also, 

regarding certain aspects even on the actual quality of the product. 
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