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For example, a product must exude 

the character of the demographic it is 

aimed at. One must identify with what 

it is communicating to you. It doesn’t 

matter if the message is “I am cheap and 

cheerful, I can fix your dandruff”. What 

is important is the literacy and f luency of 

the message.

Now the elements of sensual 

product love, (and I realise this 

article is very simplistic), form the 

structure of a language that the buyer 

totally understands viscerally and not 

intellectually. They hear it calling to 

them.

The structure is aspects of our sensory 

system

1. Visual System – sense of sight. What 

does it look like to you?

intrigued by why one product takes off 

and a very similar product does not...in 

other words what is the x factor of the 

successful? My opinion is that at least 

part of this is the sensory language of the 

product. I believe that not even massive 

brainwashing marketing can control the 

overwhelming need by the human to feel 

connection.

This concept of connection is discussed 

by much smarter and more qualified 

people than me as “love”, while the 

“thing” is often referred to as a “love 

object”. (see psychology books, articles 

and blogs)

Love objects used to be other people, 

and now increasingly include a range of 

objects, products and items. How many 

times do we hear or say “I love xxxx”. 

And it is this sense of connection that 

marketers want and strive for. While love 

of a product or thing may take many 

forms, at its heart is a strong and deeply 

felt sense of loyalty.

Loyalty is not something that 

develops in an instant. Over time it 

becomes a very important aspect of 

Brand establishment and longevity. 

Loyalty grows from trust and this can be 

established through a clear and consistent 

message being delivered from one end of 

the sensual message to the other.

Def: The sensuality of the product

1.  Relating to or affecting any of the senses or 

a sense organ; sensory.

2.  Of, relating to, given to, or providing 

gratification of the physical and especially 

the sexual appetites

Imagine that we are looking for 

something, and we aren’t quite sure of 

what it is we want. What causes us to 

make a choice?

Obviously, many of us will already 

have an idea of what we are looking 

for. Sometimes this is based on 

research. Other times our choice will 

be inf luenced in one way or another 

(friends, family, advertising etc) as to 

what to look for.

Regardless of our 1st choice, all 

product ranges depend on making the 

right sort of impression for repeat sales. 

If they do generate repeat sales they may 

live but if they don’t, death is a foregone 

conclusion. First impressions count!

In a previous life, I taught design 

at university and have designed many 

architectural environments and gardens. 

While this may surprise some, the bigger 

surprise to me was that many of the 

lessons from that world have relevance to 

the cosmetics and skincare industry.

I have always been fascinated and 
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answer the questions of either value or 

quality.

When searching amongst the bargains, 

a bigger and heavier product at the same 

price or cheaper than its neighbours 

may win one over to make an initial 

purchase. Heavy can also mean quality. 

A heavy glass bottle will always be more 

appealing than a lightweight plastic, no 

matter how environmental one is. Some 

sensory triggers and their meanings are 

just hard wired.

Now the customer has been visually 

attracted and has the product in hand. 

The next most overwhelming sensory 

urge is to smell the product. Sometimes 

this is a no-no, but testers are there to 

sniff. Make sure your product smells 

both sensational and “right”. Strong 

cherry fruity just isn’t going to cut it 

with the men’s market or with high end 

purchasers. Strong smell needs a very 

careful and light touch to deliver the 

message “I am what you seek”.

Once engaged in the physical message, 

the customer can indulge and maybe 

tempted to try other scents on offer. I 

am sure you know a brand that relies on 

this aspect. In saying that, the brand I am 

thinking of have also been very good on 

their visual speak to get the customer in. 

As a result their packaging type is often 

copied by competitors hoping to share 

their success.

If a scent fails to deliver the right 

message or in some other way is as odds 

with the visual message, the consumer 

will often not proceed to purchase. 

Different products for different body 

parts or use must have consideration 

of strength and longevity of scent and 

fragrance.

If you have not read “Perfume” by 

Patrick Suskind, I strongly recommend 

it to you. And, even if you have read 

it before, I’d encourage you to read it 

again.

The next sensory element is one 

sometimes overlooked. It is how the 

delivery system works with the contents 

and the body, and is something I am 

passionate about. A pack not only has 

to look good, it must deliver product in 

the right amounts at the right time. Mist 

stand out and be the thing that you want. 

I have stood at the shelves of the tea bag 

section knowing exactly what I wanted, 

but the package just blended in amongst 

all the others and I couldn’t find it. 

There was everything right about the tea 

box design in isolation, but in the crowd 

it was just another Zebra, high class but 

still a Zebra.

Graphic design and typography is 

next. I now look for things that I can 

read and these days there is so much 

I just cannot. (It’s even worse if I 

forget my glasses!) Red print on pink 

background or tiny print that only 

younger eyes can read are huge turn 

offs for me. I know many graphic artists 

are young, however when they create 

a printed package they should be made 

to do it at 100% scale and not five times 

the original. They can also be instructed 

to go to the retailer and observe what 

catches their eye at 10 paces...because 

that’s what they need to create. If it is a 

boutique with personal attention to the 

customer then a precious tactile thing 

is needed. Typography is a specialist 

subject that not too many graphic artists 

have under their belt. It’s worth the 

money to have a designer with great 

typographical expertise. Here is an 

example of a transformation of a product 

whose on shelf presence owes much to 

typographical choices: http://www.

wearegood.com/work/iq

Not to throw a spanner in the works, 

but it also pays to think about where 

your product will be positioned on 

shelves. Put simply, not all products 

can be at eye level. It may be that your 

product looks great and reads well at 

eye level, but shelving is at many levels. 

What’s it like to read when one’s body 

and head is at right angles to the bottom 

shelf ? Also think if you are on lower 

shelves how can this be advantageous?

If you have gotten the attention of the 

customer with your very appropriate 

visual attractants, the package is picked 

up and assessed again instantly. How 

heavy? The texture? What are the cues 

here and what do they mean to the 

customer. Weight or size can mean many 

things but in this environment it will 

2. Tactile System – sense of touch. What 

does it feel like both packaging and 

product?

3. Olfactory System – sense of smell. 

Obviously the scentsuality of the 

product

4. Proprioception System – sense of body 

position. In this context I look at 

the physical delivery of the product 

contents.

5. Auditory System – sense of hearing. 

From the blah blah of advertising to 

rather more subtle aspects like what 

does a name sound like?

As a formulator and manufacturer I 

like to create thematically strong product 

ranges (i.e. ranges that share more than 

just a name) that combine a ‘story’ with a 

complete and integrated sensory profile. 

The reality is I am not the brand owner, 

so customers really do have the final 

say. Sometimes brands are designed in a 

way that makes me even fall in love with 

them and I want to buy their products 

to feel, to sniff, to look at, and hey, 

even use.

The first of our senses to be employed 

in a mixed retail environment is the 

visual. It is a very dominant sense in 

the sighted community. In a retail 

environment it can be very challenging 

to be seen. The visual aspects we can 

control comprise the packaging type 

and shape, its quality, the colours, and 

the typeface. Indeed it may also be the 

printed price or the sale sign. All in all it 

is all about what it looks like.

Some visual aspects (such as the 

environment in which products are 

displayed) are beyond our control; 

however we can take many of these 

factors into account when developing 

a visual presence. Most retailers use 

a simple gondola style shelf setup. 

The height and depth of shelves is 

very important to understand, as 

is the lighting. Get to understand 

all the peculiarities of the retailing 

environment, is it dark or bright? (Even 

consider the type of electric lighting 

used, so package colour choice can be 

carefully chosen to be compatible).

If the shelves are dark and deep, think 

about how a package and colour can 
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different from country to country, and as 
such allow such a wide range of sensual 
solutions.

It really shows that there just so much 
to still create. There is always room for 
just one more product and range.

Finally, a small plug for the ASCC 
Conference to be held in Lorne in March 
2014.

If like me, you feel that the sensory 
qualities are an important aspect of a 
products success, we will be having 
papers and workshops that allow you 
to explore this area in further detail. 
Planned workshops will deal with 
the nitty gritty of product sensuality 
including colour, tactile with textures 
and the feel of cosmetics.

Marg Smith

marg@syndet.com.au
PS thanks for the feedback and the support for 
my last article.

built upon. The love object is born.
No matter who we are or what the 

product, sticky is icky and slimy is even 
ickier. This is where your formulator and 
all the materials suppliers can help no 
end.

Lastly it is sound. The most powerful 
sound driver just has to be the meme 
through advertising “because you’re 
worth it “R. This meme just has to 
be one of the most successful in our 
industry. It really speaks to every part of 
the hidden sense of self.

Then finally there is the sound of 
the product and company name. It 
used to be that even though generally 
unpronounceable, French or foreign 
words were the most popular. Say all 
the names out loud. It is fascinating and 
can be embarrassing. And definitely get 
other language speakers to both say and 
interpret the name.

The really bewitching part for all 
of us in this industry is the incredible 
differences and preferences of different 
demographics. Sensory preferences are so 

sprays cannot be fire hoses, shampoo 
must be ok to squeeze out whilst blind 
and wet, in a reasonable quantity...not 
too much nor too little. The hole in 
the tube needs to be the right diameter 
for the contents. Lip balm with a rough 
applicator is insane! Body lotion too 
thick to spread is similar. Apple grabbed 
us with their intuitive, and user friendly 
iPhone R. While packaging is very 
low tech in comparison, easy to use, 
correct for purpose packaging can and 
does make a huge difference to how a 
consumer experiences a product.

Now once the product is delivered, 
then it is all about the tactile experience 
of between the fingers and sliding over 
the body. Thin, thick, silky, foamy, 
slippery...what does it need to be to both 
perform functionally while delivering 
the experience & sensual delight the 
customer wants and expects. The feel 
mingles with the scent and overcomes 
the visual for the first time. Once this 
real connection is established and it is a 
good one, then trust and loyalty can be 
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