
 

 

 
Abstract—Since “Hello Kitty” was manufactured in the market in 

1974, the manufacturer, Sanrio Co., Ltd. gains high profits not only 
Kitty’s products but also Kitty license, which gives us a picture of 
Sanrio’s sales strategy in the global market. Kitty’s history, its 
products, and Sanrio’s sales strategy are researched in this paper. 
Comparing it to American Girl, and focusing on KITTYLAB, a type of 
attraction where you can enjoy games with Kitty, and choose its parts 
to build your own Kitty, the image of the cultural icon can be altered. 
 

Keywords—American Girl, Change, Kitty, Popularity 

I. INTRODUCTION 

FTER its mass market introduction in 1974, the “Hello 
Kitty” [1] figure, a fictional white cat, has become a 

Japanese cultural icon and thought of by many Japanese people 
as being “kawaii” (“cute”). The “Hello Kitty” character also 
known as “Kitty” has been used or integrated into many 
products such as iPods, PCs and laptops, Nintendo 3DS 
Gameboys, Play Station, games, telephones, televisions, buses, 
jewelries, watches, clothing items, edible products such as 
macaroni, stationery items, postal stamps, golf balls, coins, etc. 
Many international celebrities such as Cameron Diaz, Mariah 
Carey, Lady Gaga, and Britney Spears have purchased Kitty 
products and displayed them openly. Although Kitty is just a 
fictional character, its notoriety has helped to serve as an 
“ambassador” to UNICEF three times, and to the Japanese 
Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism.  

The manufacturer, Sanrio Co., Ltd. sold the Kitty license to 
Walmart in the US, and maintains a Kitty character brand office 
in Milan, Italy [2]. It endeavors to promote Kitty brands all over 
the world. This gives us a picture of Sanrio’s sales strategy in 
the global market. Moreover, the third-generation creator of 
Hello Kitty, Yuko Yamaguchi, reveals that she intentionally 
changes its styles every five years so that consumers will never 
get tired of Kitty’s appearance. Although Kitty’s successors 
recommended keeping Kitty’s original appearance, Yamaguchi 
has drastically changed its shape and form through time. After 
the opening of “KITTYLAB,” a new type of attraction, in 2011, 
the concept changed further. In “KITTYLAB,” you can enjoy 
games with Kitty, and choose its parts to build your own Kitty. 
You can select parts of its hair style, its eyes, its nose, its 
ribbon, and outfits, which totally alters the image of the cultural 
icon. In this respect, Kitty’s history, its products, and Sanrio’s 
sales strategy will be examined. Moreover, Kitty’s popularity 
in terms of its distinct characteristics and its changes in its 
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image, as impacted by “KITTYLAB” with a comparison of 
American Girl by the Pleasant Company, will be analyzed. 

II. KITTY’S HISTORY AND ITS POPULARITY 

Kitty’s products are vast ranging from food items, cosmetics, 
furniture, buses, cars, PCs, jewelry, stationary goods, and other 
collaborated products like stickers, plates, and lunch boxes. We, 
in Japan, are inundated with various Kitty’s products. If you 
live in Japan, you can easily purchase Kitty’s goods naturally as 
you would go to McDonald, or Kentucky Fried Chicken to buy 
fast food. Its appeal and popularity resulted in Sanrio opening 
an indoor amusement park called Puteri Harbour Family 
Theme Park in Malaysia and BLACK WONDER in Hong 
Kong in 2012 related to consumers growing awareness and 
acceptance of Kitty products outside of Japan.  

Now we see Kitty’s history and its popularity through the 
eyes of a Kitty fan, and “Kittyler.” Kitty is popular to many 
Kittylers because Kitty and its numerous products are 
affordable, and its simple designs are captivating to many 
people. Kitty has been popular since its creation by Sanrio Co., 
Ltd. Although Sanrio has created many fantastic characters 
including Little Twin Stars (Kiki & Lala), Patty and Jimmy (a 
couple of a girl and a boy), Bad Batsumaru (bad penguin), 
Usahana (a rabbit), Osaru no Monkichi (a monkey), etc. [3], 
Kitty has been most popular among them. However, Kitty has 
been changed periodically to maintain its consumer appeal. 

 

 

Fig. 1 Sanrio’s Characters 

A. Kitty’s Change and Its Production 

Firstly, we analyze Kitty’ change as it changes remarkably, 
and focus on its production as we have more products than ever. 
Almost every five years, Kitty has been renewed. The 
following shows Kitty’s changes. 

The biggest change is Kitty’s face line. Even without a black 
outline, we can still distinguish Kitty. In addition, without it, we 
can have variation of Kitty’s products. The original 1974 Kitty 
wears blue clothes and a red ribbon. Primary colors have also 
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Mark McVeigh, cites, “through its marketing of Hello Kitty, 
Sanrio has made a concentrated effort to tie together within a 
single individual different modes of self-presentation that 
chronologically correspond to girlhood, female adolescence, 
and womanhood: ‘cute,’ ‘cool,’ and ‘camp’” [6]. This implies 
that most teenage girls see Kitty as ‘cute,’ and indeed, Kitty is a 
symbol of “cute” representation, “female adolescence” sees 
Kitty as “cool,” and womanhood “camp.” The company creates 
different Kitty productions with different designs. For example, 
Sanrio makes a metal pink leather wallet with small illustration 
of Hello Kitty for womanhood, while they create a bright pink 
enamel wallet with the large Hello Kitty logos and a small 
illustration of Kitty for female adolescence, and for girlhood, 
they make a red plastic wallet with a huge Hello Kitty figure. 
Accordingly, Sanrio identifies products to those whom to be 
targeted to.  

Now, let’s take a look at the reasons for Kitty’s popularity. 
Firstly, Kitty’s products are extremely affordable, so even 
elementary school children can afford to buy them with their 
pocket money. Almost every girl in Japan has some kinds of 
Kitty’s products at home or workplaces. Secondly, through 
mass marketing, publicity and public acceptance, everybody 
knows Kitty. The country is filled with Kitty’s goods. Kitty 
shares so much with us in our daily life that we can naturally 
purchase and have them at home and in public. Even if we go to 
souvenir shops in every service area on highway or train 
station, or even at the airport, we can see Kitty’s good luck 
charms, handkerchiefs, key chains, pencils, erasers, and etc. In 
other words, Kitty can be a good model of mass production in 
society. Japanese will purchase the latest iteration of Kitty and 
related products, and anxiously wait for new Kitty 
introductions with different versions to purchase. It is similar to 
the Apple fans waiting for the newest IPAD to hit the market. 
Not only can we buy Hello Kitty PCs, cameras, car navigation 
systems, suitcases, shoes, clothes, and etc., but also we can buy 
color contact lenses. We see the repeated Kitty “supply and 
buy” cycle in our capitalist society. Thirdly, one of the reasons 
of popularity is that Kitty brings us comfort. Kitty’s round face 
and a round body give us a sense of ease, soft and fluffy images, 
and this is one of the reasons that Kittyler collects a lot of 
Kitty’s stuffed animals, cushions, pillows, futons, and etc. 
Finally, Kitty shows its simplistic form. Its facial expression is 
simple, and is easy to make a change of face and appearance 
such as attaching a mouth or a hair. Kitty is popular because its 
face is simple without a mouth. Without a mouth, Kitty has a 
multitude expressions and emotions such as delight, anger, 
sorrow, and pleasure.  

In fact, Kitty was extremely popular during 1990s. Many 
people think Kitty is “kawaii.” According to Oxford dictionary, 
“kawaii” defines “the quality of being cute, or products that are 
cute.” There are many celebrities who were lovers of Kitty. 
Thus, enthusiasm of Kitty’s collector is called “Kittyler” who 
wears Kitty’s product and coordinate with Kitty’s belongings. 
For example Mariah Carey is a Kittyler who has a Kitty’s 
electric guitar, and fills her room with Kitty’s products. With an 
increase of Kittyler, we will examine the Sanrio’s market 
strategy in the next section. 

III. SANRIO’S SALES STRATEGY & BUSINESS MODEL 

Sanrio tries to gain more and more profits in the market 
under favor of Kitty’s popularity. Higher profit objective there 
is Sanrio’s corporate strategy. Although Sanrio has gained high 
profits in Japan, they try to globalize their sales in the world 
market and compete with the likes of Disney through licensing. 
Because Disney gains 25 percent of its profit rate in the world 
whereas Sanrio targets 27 percent in March, 2015, now Sanrio 
establishes in Italy, and sells its license to European countries. 

Looking at the increasing growth of profit rate is shown by 
Mark McVeigh: “Sanrio’s profits are enormous, totaling 120 
million yen in 1998. In 1999, that equals approximately one 
billion US dollars” [7]. As he shows, its profits rapidly grew in 
1999. Furthermore, the sales in 2007 were higher than in 2009, 
the sales profits are 6.2 billion in 2007, and 14.9 billion in 2011. 
Unfortunately, Japan’s national budget was 1.5 billion in the 
red with decrease of sales in Japan. However, total sales profit 
increased to 8.7 billion due to positive overseas sales and 
production growth. Moreover, strong yen is an opportunity of 
acquisitions. Sanrio’s profit rate was 25 percent in September, 
2010, and their objective to attain 27 percent of sales profit in 
March, 2015 was within reach. As they establish license 
business in Milan, Italy, Sanrio changed its sales business to 
license business of “Hello Kitty” brand and has sold its license 
to other European countries. In 2012, Sanrio also sold the 
Kitty’s licenses to 3,000 Walmart stores in the US. Moreover, 
they are serious about going into Asia especially the Chinese 
market to promote their Kitty brand products. 

According to McVeigh, there are 15,000 Hello Kitty 
products. Sanrio receives 3% in royalties every time a company 
sells a product bearing a Sanrio character” [8]. As much of 
these products, Sanrio gains royalties which make the company 
more profitable. Indeed, rapidly enough, the Kitty brand spread 
all over the world. Now Sanrio develops business in the field of 
intellectual property. Sanrio also considers to acquisition of 
other characters in the future. 

IV. COMPARISON WITH AMERICAN GIRL 

As we have seen, Kitty is a character which has a variety of 
products. Now, taking up American Girl, a doll, which also 
sells a variety of doll products, uniqueness of both products will 
be analyzed. Although American Girl is a doll which has 
Historical Character Doll, and My American Girl Doll, it 
provides a variety of characters with varied products such as 
magazines, movies, DVDs, and etc [9]. Thus, comparing two 
characters, Kitty and American Girl will be meaningful. 

 Firstly, American Girl, will be introduced. Then, Kitty’s and 
American Girl’s differences and commonality of their products 
will be examined. American Girls was produced by the 
Pleasant Company, a children's Publisher. The company sold 
80 million dolls and more than 90 million books [10]. American 
girl, an 18 inch size with enamel material elasticity, has rather a 
human-like appearance. It has two characteristics. One is to 
manufacture a historical doll. If you buy a doll, a history book 
of the doll’s era is attached with it. We can see that American 
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is indeed one of the most important means by which our society 
thinks about individual agency and autonomy, and makes 
judgments about individuals” [21]. Consumers can make a 
choice of their favorite parts and can make their own brand. In 
other words, they can personify themselves in creating a new or 
modified version of the original character which will express 
their own individual identity. In other words, the ability to 
shape dolls appearance represents consumers’ self-identity as 
evident in the Kitty and American Girl.  

NOTES 

Images of the paper are used from the related websites of 
American Girl, Hello Kitty, Kiss, etc. respectively. 
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