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Our senses interact with each other and borrow from each other's
expertise in satisfying needs, or emotional language, meanings,
vocabulary. Each sense has its own dynamics and uses a ‘language’ and a
system of signs, which to a certain extent has a universal quality but also
takes on culture-specific meanings. Senses are evocative of feelings,
emotions and sensations that are often impalpable and indeed very
subjective. Language cannot be the only tool to explore complex realities
or to decode and describe cultural subtleties in sensory perception.

This paper highlights the benefits of simple, user-friendly and culture-
sensitive research approaches based on Sensory Semiotics as key to
accessing the complex world of sensory perceptions, and expressing the
rich and nuanced imagery individuals associate with them, thereby
obtaining a better understanding of consumers’ emotional, cognitive and
behavioural response to sensory stimuli.

SENSORY SEMIOTICS

Culture-sensitive, holistic
research approaches to

explore sensory complexity

Clara Origlia
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BODY AND BRAIN ARE ONE AND THE SAME

Take fragrance for instance, or flavour (which is primarily perceived through
smell) – it all takes place in the brain. It all depends on the brain’s response to
a stimulus, and on that unique emotional and sensorial blend the brain
produces when combining – in a most peculiar and individual manner – all the
senses plus the sixth (call it consciousness, intuition, divine spark).

Over the centuries, civilisation has manipulated, domesticated, disguised,
gagged, deadened or almost killed the senses – some of them at least – for
evolutionary reasons, for our survival as mankind, to save our souls or for
political reasons.

The sense of smell has been the most persecuted of all senses, for several
reasons: some odors are easy to understand, other are more esoteric, magical
and mysterious.

“The nose’s function is always that of a front line sentry that shouts: who
goes there?”

The nose is our natural accomplice and ally. It precedes us in perceiving the
most impalpable, immaterial side of reality – in perceiving risks. Be sure that it
also comes to our aid in unmasking deception, or mystification. By no means
evil-minded, it is nonetheless … nosy by nature.

Overpowering fragrances: decreed the success of the perfume industry in the
1700s. Sensual and seductive fragrances to enhance one’s sex appeal: the
intent is clear, unfortunately the criteria on which men and women base the
definition of sex appeal rarely agree with each other. And either there’s no
response, or the response is not what was expected. Innocent or neutral
fragrances: the hypocrite, politically correct, unisex fragrance.

Smell has a knack for bringing secrets out into the open, through no conscious
effort on its part. And thus fragrance is flagrantly caught out: embarrassing!

What makes smell unique (and therefore formidable) is its direct link with
emotions: it is the only sense that in the space of a nanosecond (na-nose-
second?) can make a feeling, an emotion, a memory vibrant and eternal. The
finesse, speed and accuracy of its scanning mechanisms and ability to register
reality are unrivalled among the other senses. Smell is truly the black box
human beings are equipped with from birth, their sensory navigator, that will
guide them through their existence, and beyond.

Although the majority of olfactory responses are acquired during childhood,
any time a new smell is encountered, associative learning mechanisms are
instantly activated in determining its perception, its coding or decoding.
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The human nose can distinguish a huge variety of smells. An ‘expert nose’, un
grand nez, is able to distinguish up to 10,000.

The nose ‘knows’, its knowledge is ancient, millenary, its conscience
heightened, refined. No comparison is possible with the narrowness of the
other senses. Smell is head and shoulders above the rest, it has one more trick
than the devil. Maybe this is why it symbolically represents the great
alchemist, the shaman, the high priest, the key to transmutation in the bio-
energetic and spiritual sense.

The use of scented matter in magical-religious rites dates back to 5,000 years
ago. Within a single molecule of essence, the entire history of mankind can be
traced: a civilisation, a culture, a population, a continent.

Not surprisingly, over the course of the centuries smell has been gagged,
disarmed, also by resorting to blackmail on the grounds of ‘social
acceptability’. Repeated attempts have been made to deceive this socially
dangerous witness, as potentially devastating as it is efficient, tireless, active,
vigilant and omnipresent (nostrils take turns on the job, and even when the
body is at rest, they are never off guard).

The sense of smell has very instinctive reactions and is strongly opinionated: it
immediately knows what it likes and what it doesn’t. And it can hardly refrain
from expressing it…

On the one hand it nurtures its idiosyncrasies and cultural specificities,
considered as a legitimate right. We mustn’t forget to what great extent our
positive or negative perceptions tied to our sense of smell are culture-bound.

On the other hand, smell is well-travelled and cosmopolitan. It is a born
sensory ambassador, and a talented communicator.

It has learned, for the sake of civility, to be well-mannered and to adapt to any
situation: from the worst stench (the speed at which it gets used to a smell is
impressive) to the absence of odours (that doesn’t exist in reality, but that the
nose would no doubt experience as a blank canvas or as a music score without
notes).

Despite its instinctive ‘animal’ nature, smell is also the most civil and well-
mannered of all senses: its being highly adaptable is interpreted as an
expression of cosmopolitanism and worldliness. This is due to its insatiable
curiosity and classification frenzy (a travelling encyclopaedia), but also to its
features of empathy and ‘universality’ that stem from being directly connected
to emotions, thus to the single element that makes a human being unique.

And in this lies its salvation…

“All my genius is in my nose”, Nietzsche said.
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Despite it being assigned more limited functions, due to cultural factors, smell
remains the most direct of all our senses. So much so that it provides a
metaphoric model for the representation of the sixth sense, of intuition.
Nietzsche was the first to aim harsh criticism at the detractors of the sense of
smell, reminding them of its function in acquiring intuitive knowledge.

An aroma can bring back to mind an emotion, or thoughts of a person we
haven’t seen for years, or memories of an entire period of our life. And at that
point the tongue takes over, making up stories it thinks it has already lived. A
tiny drop of aroma may conceal an entire continent – no less. Speaking of
smells is always an adventure that involves the body, the imagination and
memory.

The challenge smells bring us face to face with is almost metaphysical: our
experience of them is not what we describe it to be with words. All considered,
olfactory experience is always ultimately vague and indeterminate.

Paraphrasing Whitehead, the philosopher of the critique of immediate
experience, we could say that the vagueness and indeterminacy of olfactory
experience is, in actual fact, its very concreteness.

Coming back to the brain … if the partnership with the right hemisphere is
broken – through guilt, social or racial prejudice, or morality – the cognitive
and rational left hemisphere can transform itself into a strong inhibitor, a
sensory and emotional killer. No emotions, no soul, no regrets, no feeling of
loss. No lost paradise to be nostalgic about. Just facts. If given good reasons,
politically and socially correct reasons to endorse a crime, it would. Not
knowing this would mean suicide…

Thanks to the right hemisphere of the brain – the receptive, intuitive,
creatively daring side of the brain, the explorer, the multicultural mediator, the
talented decoder – thanks to its flexibility, sense of diplomacy, deep
compassion for mankind, and also to its understanding of the divine spark
which is in each human being, smell has survived. And has found its way
back. To renewed glory! Neuroscience has said “Yes!”

SMELL AND TASTE: PARTNERS BY DEFAULT

Originally, the sense of smell and of taste were part of the same apparatus: a
dichotomy developed between the two senses only at a later stage.

The word ‘taste’ is commonly used to indicate a ‘flavour’, but it should in
actual fact only be used to describe the sensations produced by the
‘specialised’ taste cells in the mouth.
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On its own, taste is a rather unrefined sense: the tongue is equipped with
receptors for a limited range of sensations. Although there are more, scientists
identify four or five fundamental gustatory perceptions: salty, sour, sweet,
bitter and umami (savoury).

The sense of smell, while marginalised, repressed or removed, has fortunately
maintained a decisive function in integrating the sensitivity of the palate. And
luckily so, otherwise we would be bereft of subtle or intense, simple or
complex everyday pleasures. Among which the pleasure of food, to name but
one.

Taste and smell are therefore inseparable. A strong cold is enough to realise
how true this is.

We therefore owe the refined delight of a good wine, or of a simple dish such
as spaghetti aglio, olio e peperoncino (garlic, olive oil and hot pepper), to our
sense of smell.

And all we can do afterwards is complain about the lingering smell of garlic
around the house, or on our breath.

In this day and age it seems like the main reason for the existence of odours
and odour-tastes is so we can eliminated them.

Proof of this is the flourishing market for deodorants, antiperspirants, oral and
personal hygiene products, and of perfumes themselves, used to make up the
natural odour of the body.

Taste is therefore a complex blend of sensory stimuli, made up of gustatory
perception, olfactory perception and of the sensations a substance conveys (on
first impact and then progressively, through its transformations). And here
comes the real challenge. How do we evaluate toothpaste flavours, then?

THE SENSORY PUZZLE

Typical briefing (and debriefing) questions aimed at finding out if there’s
anything new to know and say about freshness; how ‘freshness’ has evolved
over the years, if it can in any way be updated, and ‘refreshed’ as an overall
concept, as a promise and consumer benefit.

� What is a fresh taste?
� And a fresh smell?
� What’s oral freshness? How do consumers describe oral freshness? (And

do I translate consumer talk, from different cultures, to flavourists?)
� How does a taste smell? How does a smell taste?
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� Is the perception of freshness ingredient-based? Which ingredients for
which type of freshness?

� Differentiated freshnesses or just freshness?
� Is freshness the same in Italy, the United Kingdom or China? What is the

cultural impact on the experience of freshness, and oral freshness?
� Freshness cues in brand perception, positioning, packaging….

And then

� Which taste/smell? Perceived where in the mouth … or in the nose…?
� When, how?
� What about aftertaste? Are we talking aftertaste or after-smell? Whatever

it is: after what? And then, for how long?
� Where does all this happen? Or better yet, where is it experienced: in the

mouth, in the nose, in one’s mind? Is it linked to self-referred emotional
benefits (feeling good, clean and fresh) or outer-referred (social
acceptability, concerns about bad breath, etc.)? What is long-lasting
freshness as compared to short-lived? Lasting how long, anyway? Yes, but
where? Mouth, nose, mind …

Here we go again! Whatever it is, we know it happens in the brain. That’s for
sure.

WHAT’S DIVINE FOR ME COULD BE POISON FOR YOU:
THE RELATIVITY OF PLEASANTNESS

Pleasantness may be defined by certain features and the individual response to
one or more of them. It also may refer to the emotions or meanings associated
with experiencing something, in part or as a whole, in sensory and/or
emotional terms.

Pleasantness depends on a number of factors and varies tremendously from
one individual to another. It has different degrees of intensity. Its perception
may vary according to the frequency with which it is experienced, the meaning
attributed to frequency, to positive or negative conditioning, and hundreds of
other variables.

One of the most challenging tasks for us researchers is to test, understand and
describe what ‘pleasantness’ is. This is true in both qualitative and quantitative
research, but mostly in the latter.

We know that the brain tends to reject unpleasant odours: tests have proven
that despite their therapeutic validity, the effect of some aromatics and pure
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essential oils on the central nervous system is not equal to that of other such
substances that are aesthetically pleasing.

Thus, on the basis of several trials conducted by scientists and aromatherapists,
there seems to be a general consensus regarding the importance of choosing
the right fragrance for therapeutic use. Why shouldn’t this also apply in normal
circumstances, and in everyday life?

We all pursue pleasant experiences, be they olfactory, gustatory, tactile, visual,
cinesthetic, emotional or intellectual.

Definitions of pleasantness are definitely country- and culture-specific,
regional, and indeed very subjective. Therefore, they cannot be generalised,
despite the fact that pleasantness may be explained in terms of what its
components are, how they are prioritised, the way they interact, and ‘how it
works’ and why.

If we abandon the ‘either … or’ paradigm and adopt the ‘and … and’
perspective, we find that, yes, the complexity of variables increases, and so
does the variety of possible approaches to exploring complex sensory
perceptions.

UNDERSTANDING COMPLEXITY CAN SIMPLIFY THINGS

The use of a full set of tools based on sensory synaesthesia provides a richer,
more flexible and effective approach to sensory-emotional realities.

And after years of professional practice and experience, I can firmly say this
approach has always proven extremely helpful and enriching.

The simple truth is that these tools are based on the same associative
mechanisms that already correspond to how the senses work and interconnect,
and how the brain processes the information.

They are flexible and effective for several reasons:

� The research approaches one can design from this perspective are better
tailored to suit each individual’s favourite (or easier) sensory channel.

� They may be used when needed, individually or in groups, as elicitation
techniques, for further probing, as projective tools.

� Scope, dosage and depth are easy to determine: a lot, a little; to quickly
touch on something or to explore in greater depth.

� They are universally understood and user-friendly.
� They can be adapted to fit any socio-cultural environment, so as not to

hurt people’s feelings or break social rules. In Italy we use our hands very
expressively when we speak, at times pointing to the nose, the mouth, the
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ears, the eyes, we make gestures, use mimics … all this is very helpful, but
may be inappropriate elsewhere.

� They work both ways: as an input and an output
� They provide effective and vibrant feedback when translating consumer

talk for the benefit of a ‘specialist’ audience and for different classes of
research users (different professional background and specialisms).

THE ESSENCE OF A TOOTHPASTE: TASTE OR SMELL?
Is the essence of toothpaste more in its taste or in its smell? How do the two
interconnect with each other and with water in different phases of
toothbrushing? Which of the two takes the lead in each phase? How does it
express itself and how is it described? What is aftertaste and how can it be
described?

All this is important in the overall evaluation of pleasantness and the complex
set of factors that may positively contribute to it, or negatively impact it.

If we leave out brand image and packaging cues, focus solely on factors that
are important in a toothpaste at the sensory level, we have:

� smell;
� taste;
� the intensity of the two;
� and the way both ‘behave’ in the process.

Key elements are also:

� product form: paste, gel, a mix of the two;
� texture;
� colour;
� how each of these features interacts with the other can direct and support

sensory decoding, and/or even intensify sensory perceptions and emotional
response.

The progressive transformation of the organoleptic features as experienced by
the user in successive phases of the process – first impact, in contact with
water, while brushing, when rinsing, after rinsing – its ‘decoding’ and its
emotional impact, are all quite interesting phenomena to analyse.

Needless to say, they only have a meaning if correlated with individual
toothbrushing habits and rituals. This should be assessed before delving into
the analysis of perceptions, sensations, emotions: a ‘minor detail’ which is too
often taken for granted.
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How do we explore the potential of a rather ‘normal’ product, integrated in a
simple everyday routine, to find out whether there is a new, ‘fresher’ way to
view oral freshness?

We know from neuroscience that language is of no great help in describing
sensory perceptions, particularly if related to smell.

Language may at times be a real barrier (as in the case of Chinese for a
European). Even our working language (English) risks dampening or
trivialising cultural subtleties.

To describe, understand and compare certain things across countries, words
don’t work, or they just aren’t enough (or aren’t reliable enough).

Nor can they be subtle enough to describe the intensity of flavours or smells,
or the way they develop and change in the subject’s perception, or nuances of
pleasantness.

As flavours are perceived with both the sense of taste and the sense of smell –
with a kind of ‘stereo effect’ – stimulus material should be designed to recreate
a simplified version of the sensory synaesthesia that takes place in reality.

Used to describe sensations and emotions through an associative process:

� colours, in lots of different shades and renderings;
� materials;
� textures;
� images from nature: the elements in different expressions (their essence,

their energy, their transformative dynamics);
� sounds.

Over the past few years, much progress has been made in clarifying how the
sense of taste works. Neurobiologists have discovered that the protein taste
cells necessary to identify sweet and bitter substances, for instance, are similar
to those involved in the processing of vision. Other scientists have offered
proof that brain cells are able to respond to more than one gustatory signal, in
the same way as the cells that process the stimuli received from the retina react
to more than one colour.

Our sense of taste goes beyond the simple receptors for a main taste. Our sense
of taste also identifies other attributes of the chemical stimulus. We are able to
perceive the intensity of a taste, and whether or not it is pleasant, unpleasant,
or neutral. Our taste system nerve cells register these attributes simultaneously,
much the same way as our eyes register shape, brightness, colour and
movement. Gustatory nerve cells often respond also to touch and temperature.
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It is a matter of debate whether taste is an analytic sense, in which each
gustatory feature is separate from the others, or a synthetic sense, as is the case
for vision when we see colours.

Based on my professional experience, I tend to believe it is synthetic, and that
it can be better understood and described through the use of cross-sensory
analogies and associations.

I am not a scientist, but I definitely am a researcher. I have developed and used
holistic research approaches that integrate cross-sensorial stimuli for at least
two decades, on a variety of subjects, and with a significant variety of
individuals (sex, age, country, language spoken, socio-cultural context).

We know that the sense of smell has an intimate and direct link with neural
areas of emotion and associative learning. The evocative power of visual
stimuli can be extremely useful not only in triggering sensory experiences, but
also in describing them together with their emotional content.

In human beings, olfactory memory may be personal, cultural and genetic.
There are a number of ‘olfactory archetypes’ imprinted in our genes that
influence our psycho-physical, emotional, cognitive or behavioural responses.
Nature provides the greatest variety of these sensory archetypes that speak to
our subconscious in a much more immediate and eloquent way than can any
spoken word. They speak of the cycle of creation, the elements, the ties of
interdependence that exist between them in nature, their dynamics, and their
transformation.

PLEASANTNESS AND SENSORY PLEASURE:
A POSITIVE IMPACT ON MOOD

There is a fine line between product pleasantness, sensory pleasure in product
use and a positive emotional state.

It may be that pleasantness describes pleasure, but does so in a socially less
engaged and sensorially less explicit manner. However, it may also be that the
small, subtle and apparently commonplace pleasures tied to the pleasantness of
using a familiar everyday product, are ultimately more important in
maintaining a general condition of well-being (or in preventing, and even
curing, some ailments), and in any case in positively impacting mood.

This happens through two mechanisms. On the one hand, certain olfactory
stimuli activate specific glands in the endocrine system, triggering the
production of neuro-chemicals (adrenaline, endorphin, serotonin, dopamine)
that regulate a significant proportion of our psychophysical balance.
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The pleasure a smell can procure is determined by the state of equilibrium a
person is in at a certain time: if the hormones produced make up for a lack of
substances – thus acting positively in maintaining the overall balance – then
we experience a pleasant feeling of wellbeing.

The second mechanism through which the sense of smell stimulates a feeling
of pleasure is indirect, and tied to olfactory memory. Olfactory memory is
primordial and, as mentioned previously, associates an emotional picture to a
smell, recreating a Gestalt that is highly complex even from a sensory point of
view (a delicate tangle of perceptions, feelings, moods, emotions, mental
images).

Emotional experience tied to smell lies at the foundation of all living
creatures’ learning processes, and is so essential for their survival that
olfactory memories are passed down from one generation to the next as part of
the genetic baggage.

‘Aromachology’ deals with the psychological impact of fragrance on
behaviour. A key aspect of aromachology is the sensory psychological
investigation of how sensory perception determines our reality.

Aromachology finds an ideal application when studying ‘interiors’ (workplace,
commercial areas, leisure areas, but also public and private transport) which
may benefit from environmental fragrancing:

� for a better integration of interior design aesthetics (progressively moving
towards synaesthesia);

� to control and treat sick building syndrome health problems;
� to optimise performance and creativity;
� to influence buying behaviour, to enhance shopping comfort and shopping

pleasure, so as to increase not only the amount of time spent in a location,
but the quality of that time, with a positive fallout on brand perception,
thus building up customer loyalty.

The quickest way to change a mood is through smell. It has also been proven
that smells have a definite impact on mood, and if smells do, flavours can as
well.

The psychology of perfume is partly built on the evocative power that only the
scents of nature possess, and that over the millennia have been recorded and
etched into our psyche.

The idea is not a new one: the practice has been refined over the course of
history through the use of incenses, aromatic resins, balsams, infusions, spices
and aromatic extracts, that have always accompanied religious rituals and/or
small, everyday rituals.
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The idea that “good smelling fragrances protect against bad spirits by
strengthening the aura”, the energetic envelope that surrounds our body, is as
old as time.

SMALL HEALING RITUALS

We do not need to be healers, shamans, perfumeros, or witches to believe in
the mood-enhancing effect of certain fragrances in products we use everyday,
or of the fine fragrances we perceive as fitting our personality type (or our
rational or emotional goals, in terms of self-image enhancement,
communication or ‘positioning strategies’).

We are perfectly able to work this particular kind of magic alone, and we do so
through simple and daily gestures such as washing in the morning, using a
toothpaste and finishing off our body care rituals with a drop of perfume.

However, what counts and makes the difference is the consciousness of the
behaviour, the aim, and the awareness that we are about to work a little magic.

In this case, the key factor is the effect the smell reaps on the nervous system
and on the psyche, activating the endocrine system in a constant and
predictable ways.

We can therefore deliberately produce or activate this state of well-being by
choosing a product for its fragrance, be it a bath gel, a body lotion or a
perfume. This is also true for a washing powder, a softener or a household
detergent.

Product categories that – this is interesting – have changed name following a
process of ‘aesthetic and hedonistic re-qualification’ of the old concept of
hygiene and cleanliness: today we refer to laundry care, home care, as
extensions of personal care. Environmental fragrancing (nothing to do with the
use of room deodorants) is becoming increasingly important in all respects.

For these daily well-being activators, global product pleasantness from an
organoleptic point of view is very important.

However, fragrance combined with ingredients and benefits typical of
aromatherapy plays a decisive role in fuelling the well-being mystique. Proof
of this is the success of any product or product line that can claim an even
minimal content of essential oils, or benefits typical of aromatherapy.

While in aromatherapy the aid of a qualified expert is preferable, in perfume-
therapy all you need to do is follow your instinct, and trust your nose!

Alongside shower gels and other products that complete our daily body care
routine, toothpaste undoubtedly plays an important role.
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If a clear distinction between smell and taste is hard to make in normal
conditions, in the case of toothpaste it is even harder to separate the two. The
flavour of a toothpaste is smell and taste together, and the entire realm of oral
freshness is characterised in this sense.

It has been found that some aromas have a positive effect in controlling stress
and enhancing alertness, for example:

� peppermint/spearmint, spice and citrus have been found to increase
alertness and energy levels;

� woodland, floral and citrus fragrances left people with feelings of
refreshment, harmony, and happiness;

� evergreen scents such as pine, spruce, firs and floral scents related a
relaxed feeling with reduced stress and tension; and

� vanilla and chocolate chip cookie scents translate to a relaxed, ‘at home’
feeling. Ever heard the old saying “if you want to sell your house, bake
bread when buyers are coming”? Vanilla has been found to make most
people feel more relaxed and ‘at home’.

We should wonder if this is true in every part of the world and for all cultures
and environmental conditions, and whether, and to what extent, the subliminal
impact exercised by certain smells or aromas is culture-specific. I definitely
believe it is, as I also believe that cultural evolution and crossover effects have
a strong impact on how smells and flavours are decoded.

Gender differences with regards to sensitivity to smell exists (similar
differences are reflected in the performances of the sexes in vision, hearing,
tactile and kinaesthetic experiments). Females show a greater sensitivity to
smell in threshold studies. Men tend to have a poorer (and less sophisticated)
sense of smell than women. This can be observed along all the stages of life
(although the sense of smell usually declines with age).

The hypothesis that women possess greater olfactory prowess has recently
been proven true by several studies. This refers not only to the identification of
a smell, or to sensitivity to its intensity, but extends to a generally more
complex – thus subtler – sensitivity in perceiving, subtly decoding and
‘describing’ synaesthesia, identifying:

� the interplay among all senses: smell, taste (and how smells and tastes
combine into flavours), textures, colours;

� their evocative power, their emotional associations;
� their meanings;
� their relevance, for the self and others.
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Does this depend on the females’ more active and efficient right side of the
brain? More synaesthetic functioning? More direct access to emotions in
women? Yes!

A CASE STUDY:
WHAT’S ‘FRESH’ IN ORAL FRESHNESS

IN ITALY, THE UNITED KINGDOM AND CHINA

First let us address some background information about the objectives and a
few methodological comments.

The Objectives
� Explore the world of freshness in oral care and the meaning of freshness in

general, across cultures, and its evolution over the years.
� How many dimensions of freshness do consumers identify?
� Spontaneous associations, images and vocabulary used, all the related

sensory and psychological aspects, as expressed in different countries and
cultures.

� Expected emotional and functional benefits in the toothpaste category.
� How can freshness be ‘updated’, made appealing, distinctive, and enhance

the image and potential of a brand?
� This was meant to provide new insights in consumer perception, and new

ideas and directions in the development of new toothpaste flavours.

The Research Approach
We designed a flexible, culture-sensitive, holistic research approach. The first
challenge was to identify differences within European countries: was there
anything new to learn, a new angle, a new perspective, new insights?

The second was to use the identical approach, ensuring comparability, to go
for ‘big numbers’ in a totally different culture.

The same approach was fine-tuned to fit the local culture, to gauge new
insights in terms of consumer perceptions with regards to ‘oral freshness’, and
to gather cultural insights on the meaning of freshness in general.

Following a successful project in Italy, repeated in the United Kingdom in
2000, the research was extended to China in August - September 2001
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Europe
There were four extended consumer groups in each country: two female and
two male groups, with two age groups per gender: 25 - 29 and 39 – 44 years.
Groups were held in Milano and London.

China

There were a total of nine extended consumer groups, conducted in Shanghai,
Beijing, Xi'an. In each city there were two female groups: one of working
women aged 25 - 29 years and one of non-worker and/or part-time worker
women aged 30 - 44 years; and one male group aged 21 - 30 years (we
specifically chose this age group as they are culturally and socially more open
to change).

Groups in all countries were conducted with a very flexible, creative approach
that included the use of a wealth of stimulus material to choose from:

� colours –
� lots of different colours,
� in different shades,
� in different textures

� a selection of images –
� for different types of sensations of freshness,
� elements of nature in different combinations for different moods,
� different types of environment,
� images of people, attitudes or lifestyles (Europe only);

� a selection of materials and textures;
� products and brands for mapping.

Let me now share some of the findings.

How freshness and non-freshness are described may sound obvious and almost
banal. We tend to take everything for granted, especially when it refers to an
emotional or sensory experience we all have in common. Nonetheless it is
always best to check things out: there may be new insights.
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Figure 1
NON - FRESH VS. FRESH

Non- Fresh

Impure

Old, used up, not new

Dirty

Harsh, hard

Darkness

Dark colours

Dull colours

Complicated

Crowded

Narrow angle/view/perspective

Closed, no view, no light

No space, no breath

No freedom, no variety, no differences

No vision, no future

Fresh

Pure

New, a new start

Clean

Tender, soft, delicate

Cool

Lightness, light colours

Brightness, luminosity

Crisp, vibrant, fragrant

Visually sharp, visually clean

Just born, just blossomed, Just…

Simple

Outdoors, fresh air, natural light

Open

Emotionally described as:

Less complex a feeling as compared to
freshness: rejected, not enjoyed

Perceived and described as ‘negative’: a
negative physical state and mood

Lack of … Excess of …

Lack/loss of dynamism, tiredness

Uniformity, anonymity, loss of identity

Loss of optimism, loss of hope, lack of joy

Not a process, rather the end and the loss of
something...

Emotionally described as:

A complex sensation, both physical and
psychological

A pleasant sensation which induces a
pleasant emotional state

Both an action, and an effect perceived as
‘natural’� revitalising, invigorating�
restoring/re-balancing

A change of state also perceived as a
‘natural’, desirable state� well-being,
relaxation

Hygiene/cleanliness/care� ‘clean’ is a
pre-requisite for ‘fresh’

Has a dynamic quality: it can be described
as more or less vibrant, but it is something
that evolves, a process that can be
described in terms of ‘before’, ‘during’
and ‘after’

Needless to say, freshness smells, tastes, feels good.
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The vocabulary for freshness has been constantly expanded over the years and
can benefit form crossover effects: words, attributes and concepts may be
borrowed from other product categories, communication, and of course from
personal experience.

The more sophisticated and culturally open a country is, the freer and less
inhibited a culture or an individual is, the greater the variety of product
experiences a consumer is exposed to (and can afford), the richer and more
diversified the language.

However, I have experienced Chinese ‘simplicity’ as far more evocative,
heart-felt and deeply touching than the more articulate European expressions.

What the Chinese language could not describe with subtle or precise wordings,
and whatever would have lost its intrinsic richness in the English translation,
Chinese consumers expressed with colours, shades, textures, and by referring
with very simple words to the emotions immediately related to sensory
perceptions.

The smell of freshness: both the consumer vocabulary and the use of images
and colours to express smell in a more precise and subtle way indicate the
following:

� smell is a key component in the perception of freshness, even more so in
oral care;

� a combination of air and water, both indispensable for the sense of smell
to function;

� blue or green elements, outdoors in any case;
� clean: ‘fresh can be nothing but clean’;
� a clean smell: cleanliness smells good, smells fresh;
� ‘newness’, a new state, the ideal positive state, restored;
� clean is ‘new’, ‘renewed’, and ‘new’ smells new, smells clean.

The taste of freshness is

� pleasant;
� natural/simple, not overpowering;
� fresh/refreshing (degree may vary across cultures);
� ‘clean mouth’ feeling;
� ‘fresh mouth’ feeling (not cold).
� if described as a an overall sensation: the taste of freshness would be “just

showered”;
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� if the taste of freshness could be described as a mood: if would definitely
be a feeling of well-being (all countries), comfort, happiness (China);

� distinctive, interesting (Europe):
� to suit personal tastes,
� to suit different environmental situations and moods;

� or ‘comfortable’ (China):
� clean
� comforting,
� discreet, not embarrassing,
� light, not overpowering,
� “not preventing you from enjoying your meal”.

� positive conditioning of a familiar, well-known taste (‘emotional’
freshness, a faster-established and longer-lasting sensation)

The Colours of Freshness
In our approach colour has always played an essential role, acting as it does as
a resonance box for sensations, intuitions, feelings, thoughts.

The active imagination method stands apart from type classifications and the
various forms of colour symbology. It stands apart because it creates ideal
conditions – flexibility and sensitivity of research and interpretation tools -in
which an individual can channel and express his/her conscious and
unconscious personality traits (in a Jungian perspective, the unconscious
implies a much vaster dimension, collective dimension) drawing from them a
creative personal synthesis.

In other words, each individual creatively develops his/her own symbols,
traces valences and personal meanings in things, also touching on the
archetypal capital that echoes within the humanity of each and every one of us.

In these terms, colours, much in the same way as the psychic functions they
might be correlated to, according to various classifications, represent entry
gates to the psychic wholeness of the individual. Entry may take place through
the green door, or the white, blue, or yellow one ... but once the threshold has
been crossed, resorting to “psychologyse” in these terms is pointless.

The types and classifications of colour symbology, or the diagnostic criteria
attached to them, cannot cross that threshold. They must stay outside, because
whatever the ‘colour of personality’, or of emotions, or opinions, and whatever
the colour of skin and of the various cultures, we are entering a vaster
dimension.
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Beyond that threshold lies the totality of psychic experience, reflected by
individual synthesis: the only truly authentic synthesis – unique and at the
same time universal – that has its own ‘colour’, its own ‘shade’ and its own
‘light’. And light is the essence of every colour.

The entry gates to freshness, regardless of the ‘hues’, ‘shades’, ‘light’ and
‘vibrations’ through which individual or cultural specificities are expressed,
are:

White

� white is
� it contains all colours
� the purest and highest vibration
� the origin of everything
� it transcends everything,
� a state of ‘original’ balance: white is pure balance
� pure, virginal
� untainted
� transparent
� light
� open
� plain, simple
� the very origin of freshness
� fresh-new
� fresh cleanliness and clean freshness
� hygienic clean, either basic clean or a step further
� clinical, sterilised

Blue

� blue knows
� blue feels
� water in all forms, and the sea as the origin of the world and of all living

creatures
� air, as the other element that originates life
� both the sea and the sky
� lightness
� airiness
� vibrant



Clara Origlia

© Copyright by ESOMAR® _ The World Association of Research Professionals

20

� open spaces
� freedom
� refreshing feel (water: on the skin, and all over the body. and air when you

breathe in deeply)
� cool (light blue)
� cold (dark blue)

Green

� green does
� the vegetable world, which feeds of water, air and light and produces all

the possible expressions of freshness,
� green freshness (which can include or transform into flower and fruit

freshness, and produces all sorts of colours and shapes)
� trees, meadows
� mountain freshness
� a refreshing sight, refreshing feel
� ancient wisdom, the natural curative powers of herbs
� strong, effective
� balsamic
� medicinal

The feel of freshness is indeed identified with psychophysical well-being, inner
balance.

How about the flavours of freshness?

There are flavours and flavourings.

There are flavours which are the ‘fresh’ flavour par excellence: a reference for
‘oral freshness’. Others are less meaningful, less evocative, although they may
be associated with other types of pleasantness, or other dimensions of oral
pleasure which have little to do with ‘fresh’

Some flavours/ingredients are experienced in the state of their original ‘natural
freshness’: their imagery is sensorially so rich that it can almost do without the
support of evocative stimuli. Some are ‘dried’ freshness.

The perception of ‘original freshness’ varies from one country to the other. A
tea leaf will be perceived as ‘fresher’ in China than it is in Europe (where it is
‘dry’, even within a well-established tea drinking culture as in the United
Kingdom). Jasmine, on the other hand, is fresh in both Eastern and European
cultures, but it is definitely more a smell than a flavour in Europe.
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Some flavours are perceived by all the senses: smell and taste play back and
forth with a rebound, stereo effect, reinforcing the perception of pleasantness
in the most individualised and subjective sensory perceptions. Some are
identified more strongly with a taste than a smell.

Some flavours are ‘refreshing’, have an active and dynamic quality, so that
they can be associated with various degrees of freshness varying from light,
delicate freshness (more a feeling than a sensory perception), to ‘scalding
cold’ (definitely sensory and not always pleasant).

For some flavours pleasure definitely overshadows efficacy, while efficacy
and curative properties are more prominent in others (as in the case of
‘balsamic’ flavours, that in spite of their strength may not necessarily be
refreshing or pleasant).

Active and effective freshness may not be at all pleasant either. Light freshness
may be perceived as too light for being pleasant or effectively refreshing.

There are thresholds both in ‘activity’ and ‘intensity’ beyond which fresh is no
longer fresh or pleasant. This depends on a number of factors that can be very
subjective but also gender-related and depend on the country’s eating habits,
medical tradition, environmental conditions, smoking habits … negative or
positive past experiences.

Some are more or less universally evocative. Some are local, some have a
more international feel. There are well-travelled, cosmopolitan, contemporary
flavours that represent a cultural bridge between the past and the future, or are
more open than other towards to the future and other cultures. And there are
the very old and traditional.

There is a lot to say about the meaning of roots associated with smells and
flavours. When a flavour is more or less established in one’s own culture, this
may mean:

� roots;
� tradition;
� expertise; and
� greater awareness of variety, more product references.

However this may also mean:

� stronger risk of trivialisation, lack of differentiation;
� almost taken for granted, as a reference for freshness;
� low distinctiveness, both as a smell and a taste;
� loss of expressive and evocative power.
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Differences within the Target Groups
It’s not an old Chinese saying but a verbatim from groups: “Men like ‘strong’
because women like ‘mild’.”

Women

� subtler, more nuanced perception of freshness,
� delicate,
� ‘care’ connotations,
� personal care and hygiene,
� ‘balance’,
� personal well-being.

Men

� more straightforward,
� cleaner-cut,
� male ambivalence: strong vs. delicate,
� ‘active’ freshness, action,
� ‘strong freshness” is believed to be faster-acting and more effective,
� ‘plain’ hygiene, not so different from ‘manly freshness’,
� readiness for action, feeling fit.

The gender discrepancy becomes obvious in northern cities of China (Beijing
& Xi'an) where men are stronger and more ‘macho’, more conservative.
Smoking, hard work, alcohol and heavy/spicy food combine to create ‘bad
mouth odour’.

The young Chinese consumer, however, is more concerned with oral hygiene,
freshness and toothpaste flavours than the more mature consumers.

Comparatively, younger males seem to care more about oral freshness than
females (who by definition are more active and demanding in hygiene,
cleanliness and personal freshness). This phenomenon is certainly due to the
progressive ‘softening’ of the Chinese male models (perceivable in many other
areas).

Differences in Cultural Perspectives

Culture plays an important role only in sensory decoding and in describing
‘oral freshness’, ‘smells’ and ‘flavours’, providing insights into what is
‘pleasant’, interesting, new or distinctive.
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Italy

The focus is on the pleasure of freshness, the individual pleasure one finds in
it, the hedonics of freshness, its cosmopolitan, and culturally stimulating
dimension. Freshness is described through all the senses. Upside down.
Forward and backward. The Italian sensory-literacy goes beyond cultural
stereotypes. Definitely the most sophisticated in describing what ‘well-
balanced’ is about, smell or taste or oral freshness in all their facets. Italians
are experts in ‘balance’, they have their own interpretation and ‘philosophy’,
which amazingly has many traits in common with Oriental philosophies. In a
sensory perspective they are also less inhibited – as is true in most Latin
countries – in expressing personal sensations, emotions and feelings.

The United Kingdom

There is a more conventional (less expressive, emotionally less involved)
approach to freshness in the United Kingdom, where it is more focused on the
functional aspects of tooth brushing and on freshness as the sensory evidence
for cleanliness. Low investment in the cleaning process (still a chore, let’s get
it done), stronger focus on post-cleaning. Pleasantness, also a more
appropriate expression for English traditional understatement. Balance, in
sensory perception, tends to mean ‘measured’, not excessive. Surprisingly, no
great insights are drawn from the ethnic variety represented in this country, or
from the British colonial past, their tea-drinking culture, their mint tradition.
The English countryside: they have it, they own the ‘concept’, they have
branded it, so why bother. Are the Brits lazy … or simply too discreet?
Besides all the jokes about the British consumer’s personal hygiene habits,
does such a thing as ‘sensory understatement’ exist? I believe so.

China

Here is where my sixth sense, empathy, and cultural curiosity took the lead.
Great insights – not to be trivialised – on the importance of freshness as a
metaphor of freedom, openness, the right to choose and to express more
individualistic values. The discovery of (a re-discovery, from their most
ancient culture, recorded in their genetic memory) – or the learning of – a
variety of pleasant sensations, the right to differentiate and express subjective
preferences and opinions, the right to choose, and to open up to new stimuli.
Input form the ‘outside’ will help re-establish synaesthesia and repair the
damages of overpopulation, misery and decades of political darkness (all
sensory killers). As smell survives all kinds of repression, all the other senses
will also re-establish their rights.
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Discussing ‘oral freshness’ in China was quite a challenge!

� The same word for taste and smell …
� Differences between taste and smell “… should be made clear by the

context” … but “not always clear …”, even for the Chinese
� Difficult to talk about ‘freshness’ without referring to actual products
� On the one hand, the Chinese are reluctant to discuss very personal matters

(like sensory perceptions), and are able to do so only if they feel at ease.
Stimulus material (especially colours) played an important role, both for
them and for us. They allowed us to overcome linguistic barriers, and
them to more easily describe sensations, emotions, needs, aspirations.

� On the other hand, they are quite direct in referring to ‘bad mouth odour’.
� Is it ‘bad breath’ (perceived by others) or the subjective perception of a not

fresh mouth and of a ‘bad taste’?
� The Chinese are embarrassed about being spotted and singled out: mouth

freshness should be perceived only by themselves, and by nobody else.

Is the essence of freshness any different than in European countries? Freshness
has broad but vague meanings in the Chinese mindset. However, all the
sensations related to freshness seem to refer to three key dimensions in
freshness that are common to all cultures: New, Clean/clean-fresh, Cool. Each
has specific cultural meanings and implications and a different ‘dosage’ in
each country.

Before addressing the question of what the culture of ‘oral freshness’ is in
China, we should ask ourselves: is oral freshness a concern there?

Freshness is less of a concern for Chinese consumers than it is for Westerners.
The socio-cultural context does not fuel the same obsessions in regards to
hygiene and freshness as in some Western cultures (where it is sometimes an
actual cult). Quite the contrary. From the point of view of pure proxemics,
their experience of physical ‘closeness’ and the threshold not to be crossed in
proximity with another human being might be as thin as their skin. This would
normally scare the hell out of an average American, or a Brit.

I think that there must have been a socio-cultural (we could say socio-sensory)
adjustment that necessarily involved tuning down some of the senses – and
smell to start with.

Hedonism and self-indulgence are much less explicit than in European society.
They were denied, they could not be experienced, forget about daring to
express them. This is now changing: sensory awakening and re-appropriation
is a learning process and is taking place. The Chinese learn fast, and change
even faster!
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As regards the current ‘oral freshness culture’ in China:

� The concept of ‘Freshness’ in brand and product communication was
introduced relatively recently: to a certain extent it still sounds like
‘advertising language’ to many. This does not mean they do not know
what ‘freshness’ is, since they experience it. Nor does it mean they don’t
know how to talk about it: they do.

� More products/brands are now developing the concept of freshness in
communication, so it is being integrated in the Chinese culture and in
language of common use.

� The focus is on the greater variety to choose from, lots of products and
brands available (function, product form – paste or gel – taste, colour and
package, brand identity, etc.): a whole world and the freedom to
experience it. This is ‘new’, this is ‘fresh’, this is ‘cool’.

Chinese consumers are opening up to new sensorial and emotional
experiences: sensorially enriched, emotionally rich experiences.

New values, needs and motivations are appearing: the culture is evolving the
language is adapting or finding new ways.

A down-to-earth attitude will survive: “You can tell your teeth are clean when
you feel fresh after brushing. If there’s no fresh feeling, it is just as if you
hadn’t brushed your teeth”.

Ancient sensory wisdom, expertise and finesse will hopefully come back.

Every day perfumes lead me to enchanted worlds,
unmatchable companions of beauty, spirit, love.
Without them I would feel deserted and lonely
Chin Chia, Chinese poet of the Han dynasty, 200 A.D.

Look in the perfumes of flowers and of nature
for peace of mind and joy in life. They will be near you
and dear to you before, during and after lovemaking,
one of the rare states of grace in our life.
With them the hardships of existence dissolve
like the morning mist at sunrise.
They cleanse and refresh the self
enhancing your energies and enveloping your thoughts
in serenity and pleasure
Wang Wei, Tang Dinasty, China
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