
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By STEPHEN NEEDEL 
Manufacturers often miss the point when it 

comes to choosing package designs for their products.  

Whether the task is to choose between designs for a new 

product or consider changes to existing product 

packaging, a key question — “Will it help me sell 

more?”— is often ignored, circumvented or tested 

incorrectly. 

When manufacturers consider new packaging or 

changes to existing packaging, they have two concerns: 

first, making sure the package physically contains the 

product, and second, making sure that package sells the 

product.  The first issue is usually left to the product 

engineer.  The second issue is the province of marketing 

researchers; packaging should help sell the product. 

With this in mind, we might wonder at the 

amount of research generated to test packaging in all its 

minutiae and how little effort is expended on 

determining how well the package sells.  The typical 

package test protocol begins with a set of focus groups, 

where consumers tell us how they feel about the 

package.  We may then get a more formal, gathering 

ratings on attributes or check offs on descriptors lists.  

We may even get more sophisticated and try conjoint 

techniques to evaluate different aspects of the package or 

use eye-tracking studies to see whether consumers attend 

to the package details. 

But little research is conducted on the crucial 

question: Does the package help sell my product? 

Many researchers assume consumers will buy 

one package more often than another if they feel better 

about it, if they rate it higher on a series of scales, if the 

attend to more of its aspects, or if the package “jumps” 

off the shelf.  Each of these research types assumes that 

reactions to the physical package are meditated by 

psychological processes, and that these processes 

influence the likelihood we’ll buy the product.  Some 

assume this process is one of recognition, where the 

degree to which the package jumps off the shelf 

influences purchasing.  Others assume the process is one 

of affect or emotion, where hedonics or likeableness 

drives sales.  Still others might suggest that the ability to 

recall package attributes and locations are the key.  

Again, all assume that consumers are more or less likely 

to buy a product based on their psychological response 

to the package.  However, empirical evidence does not 

always support this assumption. 

We have conducted a number of packaging 

studies around the world in the past few years 

technology that enables consumers to shop as they 

normally would, except by computer in a virtual store.  

The system automatically records their purchases for 

analysis.  In 12 studies, we have evaluated both the sales 

levels for package alternatives and have asked 

consumers, after their shopping experience, to rate 

products on a series of attributes (a list our clients would 

typically use).  In seven of the twelve studies, sales 

differences and attribute differences between packaging 

alternatives were consistent --- which means that in five 

tests, the differences were not consistent.  In three of 

these five, sales differed between packages, but the 

ratings were the same.  The reverse was true in the other 

two cases; consumers rated packages differently but did 

not purchase them at different levels.  

The point is simple: When marketers want to 

select a new package design or revise the existing 

packaging, the package should improve sales or they 

should not make the change.  As researchers, we need to 

ask “ Will this new package sell more than this current 

package?” rather than, “Do consumers like this package 

more than that package?” Research should ask the sales 

question directly rather than ignore the question or infer 

from indirect assessment. 

Stephen Needel is president of Simulation 

Research Inc,. a Marietta, GA.-based marketing 

research firm. 
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