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Abstract
Purpose – The aim of this study is to explore the contextual influences of packaging design and its cues on
respondents’ preferences.
Design/methodology/approach – To explore the contextuality of packaging cues, a multi-attribute
valuation technique, conjoint analysis was used for two types of pharmaceutical products (painkiller and sore
throat medicine) across seven countries. Data were collected among respondents (N 5 461) from Finland,
Ghana, Mongolia, Nigeria, Portuguese, South Africa and the USA.
Findings – Similarities and dissimilarities were observed between the product types and countries analysed in
terms of the impact of packaging cues. The findings demonstrate the global and local nature of brand cues
expressed in retail packaging.
Practical implications – The study implies that some cues may serve global markets, while some cues may
need to be localised in order to meet the needs of local markets. Understanding these cues and their influences
on consumers’ brand preferences and choices at the point-of-purchases may enable companies to enter new
markets, help them create sustainable and credible global brands.
Originality/value – The study contributes to the existing retail packaging literature and pharmaceutical
branding literature by providing empirical evidence of the multidimensional aspects of sensory packaging
cues. Second, it contributes by showing the contextual nature of retail packaging and its associated cues for
OTC pharmaceuticals.
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Introduction
Over the counter (OTC) pharmaceutical products for minor ailments have become
increasingly important as a product category for consumers around the world. One
contributing factor to this phenomenon is the increased accessibility of these products (Mey
et al., 2019). While, in some countries, OTC pharmaceuticals are only available in pharmacies,
in others, they have become easily obtainable in grocery stores (Gauld et al., 2015; KauppinenR€ais€anen et al., 2012). They are available as globally standardised brands marketed in local
markets and also as local brands.
The globalisation of brands as a marketing strategy means that custom-made domestic
products are both preserved and adapted for local and global appeal based on the assumption
that consumers throughout the world have similar needs and evaluate marketing cues in
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similar ways (Jain, 1989). Considering the dynamic and continually changing nature of
consumer markets, retailing and cultural and market diversity (De Meulenaer and De
Pelsmacker, 2015; Grewal et al., 2017; Fastoso and Whitelock, 2007; Nacar and Burnaz, 2011;
Grewal et al., 2017; Rao-Nicholson and Khan, 2000; Zhou et al., 2015), the local context remains
crucial in global brand marketing, creating questions around the marketing of global
products in a local context. For OTC pharmaceutical products, globalisation adds further
complexity in terms of having to meet the standards of the range of countries in which they
are sold (e.g. Babar et al., 2019; Gauld et al., 2015). For instance, they are subjected to rigorous
screening processes to meet the safety and quality requirements of these target markets
(Babar et al., 2019; Gauld et al., 2015), leaving little opportunity for differentiating global
brands at the local level. In essence brands in large global markets have to compete with other
global as well as local brands, with a limited possibility to distinguish themselves from their
competitors, except, for example, the use of sensory cues incorporated in the packaging.
This study focused on the retail packaging of OTC pharmaceutical products. Retail
packaging refers to packaging designed to exhibit the consumer packaged product on the
retail shelf. A review of packaging studies reveals the varying impacts of packaging and its
extrinsic brand cues, like brand name and price (Bigoin-Gagnan and Lacoste-Badie, 2018;
Pecotich and Ward, 2007; Sanyal and Datta, 2011; Veale et al., 2006). However, of these cues,
the impact of sensory cues (e.g. visual, haptic and olfactory) has received less scholarly
attention, especially in terms of their impact within different contexts, such as brand, product,
product type, industry and country (Clement et al., 2013; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen, 2014; Krishna
et al., 2017; Lick et al., 2017; Metcalf et al., 2012; Swahn et al., 2012). In addition, this review
reveals that OTC pharmaceutical products for minor ailments have been largely neglected by
past research (e.g. Bigoin-Gagnan and Lacoste-Badie, 2018).
The main objective of the study was to explore the contextual influences of retail
packaging design and its cues. This was executed by (1) examining the importance attached
to packaging cues across product types and countries and by (2) to studying the impact of
sensory versus verbal information on respondents’ preferences. This study took into
consideration two senses in relation to packaging cues: sight and touch. The study
investigated retail packages of two types of OTC pharmaceutical products that varied due to
sensory cues, namely visual (colour and letter font), haptic (shape) and olfactory (flavour
described in words) and verbal cues (manufacturer information, i.e. reputation and countryof-origin). Our research offers a strong international focus, with data stemming from seven
different national and cultural settings. We treated packaging as a medium that, through its
various cues, influences brand preferences and choices at the point-of-purchase.
With the aforementioned approach, the study addresses the importance of understanding
the impact of packaging cues across various national and cultural settings, while also the
local impact of those cues on consumer preference and choice behaviour deserves to be
acknowledged. From a strategic branding point of view, every single packaging cue being
part of the design process deserves to be considered comprehensively. The study introduces a
process as a tactic to reach this goal.
Theoretical background
Consumers’ exposure to packaging cues in the marketplace
Consumers are repeatedly exposed to various brands and products, such as in their living
environment, while shopping and in the marketplace (Mueller and Taylor, 2013), which are
mostly accompanied by external information, such as brands’ and products’ retail packaging
(Skaczkowski et al., 2016; Swahn et al., 2012).
Within the literature on cue utilisation, packaging is referred to as an extrinsic product
cue, which, despite being part of the physical product, can be changed without changing the
product and is utilised to evaluate product quality in combination with intrinsic product cues

(Olsen et al., 2011; Holmes and Paswan, 2012). Product or brand cues expressed on packaging,
may culminate in product content expectations, a possible positive connotation of a brand,
which may lead to a preference for a brand and even brand choice (Kauppinen-R€ais€anen et al.,
2012; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen and Jauffret, 2018; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen and Uusitalo, 2015;
Silayoi and Speece, 2007). These extrinsically based choices have posed a challenge for
manufacturers, since 70% of brand decisions are made in a retail store, and 90% of decisions
are based on the visual examination of the retail package (Clement, 2007; Inman et al., 2009).
On the one hand, recent research has concluded that the informational elements (e.g.
information provided by packaging innovations like gamified packages) of packaging and
several extrinsic cues are associated with the cognitive component of decision-making (e.g.
Kauppinen-R€ais€anen, 2014; Krishna et al., 2017; Husic-Mehmedovica et al., 2017; Syrj€al€a et al.,
2020). On the other hand, studies have stressed that design elements, such as sensory cues
(e.g. graphics, size and shape) relate to affective or emotional responses that arise during
decision-making (Kauppinen-R€ais€anen, 2014; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen et al., 2012; Krishna et al.,
2017; Silayoi and Speece, 2004; Van der Merwe et al., 2013). Therefore, both extrinsic and
sensory packaging cues contribute to consumers’ quality assessments and choices
(Kauppinen-R€ais€anen and Luomala, 2010; Veale et al., 2006).
Exposure to a multitude of extrinsic and intrinsic packaging cues occurs when these cues
or stimuli simultaneously enter the range of consumers’ senses and are registered and stored
in the their memory for immediate or future use (Friedenberg and Silverman, 2012; Mueller
and Szolnoki, 2010; Solomon, 2011). However, in the case of low-involvement decisions, which
are made under limited exposure time, repeated exposure is necessary to allow information to
become part of consumers’ long-term memory (Friedenberg and Silverman, 2012; Mueller and
Taylor, 2013), which may assist in choosing products. The present study focused on two
specific pharmaceuticals or health products (medication), which could be perceived as highrisk and potentially high-involvement when compared to other consumer goods.
However, the involvement of consumers regarding OTC pharmaceuticals may differ: while
some consumers may consider them high-involvement, others, for example older persons,
may consume them more frequently and regard them as low-involvement. Depending on
consumers’ levels of involvement with OTC pharmaceuticals upon exposure to packaging,
the influence of the cues may differ.
Importance of retail packaging cues in product preference
During consumers’ exposure to extrinsic and design packaging cues, from the cognitive
perspective, information processing may result in product preference or greater interest in
one product over another similar product, with the possible outcome of a purchase (Hornby,
2005; Schiffman and Kanuk, 2010). Preferred products have a better chance of becoming part
of consumers’ evoked product set, from which they are likely to purchase within that
particular product category (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2010). Packaging cues may, therefore,
subconsciously sway consumers’ product preferences.
Consumers frequently use country-of-origin (COO) and price as extrinsic verbal and
numerical cues when forming opinions regarding product quality, and these cues, therefore,
serve as heuristics or shortcuts in product evaluation (Miyazaki et al., 2005; Veale et al.,
2006). Research regarding both low- and high-involvement products confirm the greater
importance of extrinsic verbal cues (e.g. product information, COO and manufacturer) than
sensory cues (e.g. colour, material and aroma) (Kuvykaite et al., 2009; Silayoi and Speece,
2004) in terms of influencing purchasing decisions based on the importance of concrete
information compared to mere images (Silayoi and Speece, 2007). Still, a package’s sensory
cues are pre-eminent in capturing consumers’ attention and in identifying and evaluating
product quality, uniqueness and functionality (Nacar and Burnaz, 2011; Husicag
Mehmedovica et al., 2017; Krishna et al., 2017; Silayoi and Speece, 2004; Sogn-Grundv
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and Østli, 2009; Zaichkowsky, 2010). However, consumers’ consideration of both intrinsic
and extrinsic packaging cues may be affected by their understanding and interpretation of
and access to these cues as well as the perceived risk of consumption (Silayoi and Speece,
2004; Veale et al., 2006), as a result of which different consumers may evaluate packaging
differently (Silayoi and Speece, 2007).
Packaging cues: to localise or globalise
International trade has increased, and products and services are now globally available.
Despite the significant amount of research that has been conducted on this topic, the question
of whether products should be marketed in a standardised way or adapted to local
requirements (Hussain and Khan, 2013; Wang and Yang, 2011), which would also affect
packaging (e.g. Nilsson et al., 2013), remains unanswered. Standardisation promotes
innovation and competition between markets while reducing trade barriers (Melewar et al.,
2008), which could lead to significant cost saving and reduced consumer prices (Mueller and
Taylor, 2013; Ramarapu et al., 1999). Adaption implies that globalised products are positioned
in local markets by adapting to their corresponding needs (Nacar and Burnaz, 2011).
The implementation of standardisation poses challenges in that it does not apply to all
products and is not an option when irreconcilable differences in physical and political conditions
exist (Griffith et al., 2003; Jain, 1989; Medina and Duffy, 1998). For packaging, universally
preferred cues need to be identified before they are incorporated into applicable domestic
products intended for standardisation. Past research implies that globalised products and
package designs should be adapted to accommodate cultural differences, various consumer
behaviours and value differences (De Mooij and Hofstede, 2002; Silayoi and Speece, 2007).
Although colour is an example of a sensory packaging cue characterised by similar
consumer preferences in many countries, marketers should refrain from directly transferring
the colour of a package across markets without considering how it would be perceived in other
settings (Madden et al., 2000). Gender differences, for example, were shown to play a significant
role in colour preferences in countries such as Canada, China, India and the Netherlands
compared to their weaker role in the USA and Turkey (Akcay and Sun, 2013). Furthermore,
Asian cultures have a preference for context-dependent product advertisements, while
westerners tend to separate products from their context, focussing on product characteristics
(Liang et al., 2011). Consumers from different cultures may, therefore, differ in their attitudes
towards cues and be more likely to accept stimuli that adhere to their cultural norms; therefore,
cues should be adapted for such country-specific differences (Akcay and Sun, 2013; Liang et al.,
2011). Thus, global brands benefit from acknowledging the impact of packaging cues and from
accommodating potential target countries by including different cultural-dependent
characteristics on their brands’ retail packaging.
Methodology
A stated preference experiment employing conjoint analysis (CA) was designed; this method
is commonly used to evaluate consumer preferences and predict their choices (Asioli et al.,
2016; Hailu et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2014; Meißner et al., 2016; Meyerding, 2016; Silayoi and
Speece, 2007; Sonnenberg et al., 2014).
Sampling
Data were collected between 2012 and 2017 employing a non-probability sampling strategy.
The respondents were sampled by means of a strategic purposive and convenience sample
procedure. The purposive sampling meant that the sample was selected based on pre-defined
characteristics and the aims of the study, while convenience sampling indicated that the

respondents were easily accessible, available at a given time and willing to participate in the
study (Hair et al., 2010). Indeed, non-probability sampling such as that of the current study,
allows sampling errors to occur. It has limitations due to its subjective nature in choosing the
sample, the limited control over the process, whereby the representativeness of the sample is
not guaranteed (Hair et al., 2010). Instead, of representativeness of the sample the current
study was interested in reaching a saturation point in the findings, which means that we
invited respondents to take part of the study until saturation was reached (Hair et al., 2010).
Also, instead of generalisation of findings the study attempted to explore and understand an
uncovered issue, whereby the chosen sampling strategy seemed to be appropriate.
Sampling errors cannot be eliminated, yet the careful sampling design and sampling
strategy attempted to reduce them. The design involved a clear definition of the
characteristics of the sample population included in the study. The study population
comprised young adults who shared similar characteristics, specifically respondents who
were familiar with the two medicine types used and who intended to use the medicines for
minor ailments; at the same time, they were not regular users of the two kinds of medicine and
did not have specific brand preferences. The purposeful selection of young adults without
regular purchasing habits or preference for these two kinds of OTC medicines allowed for
focus on their preferences based on the provided cues instead of their habitual purchasing
behaviour. The sampling strategy was selected based on these above criteria (n 5 461).
The respondents were approached conveniently at or nearby various university
campuses in the studied countries. To include a variety of geographic and historical
backgrounds, which are the two main drivers of culture, data were collected in Finland
(Helsinki), Ghana (Accra), Mongolia (Ulaanbaatar), Nigeria (Abuja), Portugal (Porto), South
Africa (Johannesburg) and the USA (Atlanta) (Trentmann, 2009). The countries were located
on four continents, represented both developed and newly industrialised and developing
countries, and incorporated Asian, Western, and African consumers, of whom the latter has
received less scholarly attention so far (Gbadamosi, 2013). The respondents voluntarily
participated in the study and were not compensated. Although the study population was not
representative of the entire population of the corresponding countries and the findings cannot
be generalised, it served the purpose of this exploratory study well.
Experimental design using conjoint analysis
To explore the contextuality of packaging cues, a multi-attribute valuation technique,
conjoint analysis (CA) was used for the two product types for respondents across the seven
countries. CA is based on the idea that products and brands can be broken down into multiple
sets of attributes (Asioli et al., 2016; Green and Srinivasan, 1990), and that, in a choice
situation, consumers make trade-offs between these attributes to state a preference and make
a choice. In single-cue studies, respondents show their appreciation for a product’s and
brand’s attributes each attribute at a time; however, instead of measuring single attributes,
CA is based on a multi-attribute compositional model that measures several attributes
simultaneously (Hair et al., 2010). Yet, CA reveals the influence of each attributes in
establishing preferences. In this way, CA overcomes some of the problems associated with
single-cue research and is explicitly used for stated preference research in which all the
evaluated products and brand attributes are presented together. Hence, CA is used to assess
evaluations of different product and brand attributes provided by respondents in a controlled
setting, which can then be used to estimate the overall importance of the controlled attributes
(e.g. Asioli et al., 2016; Green and Srinivasan, 1990; Hair et al., 2010).
CA is a procedure that involves different techniques, which means that it is not entirely
standardised but is comprised of several conjoint methods (Gustafsson et al., 2003). Thus,
there is some complexity and uncertainty regarding its internal workings. CA is also
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criticised for measuring objective attributes alone and excluding the effect of subjective
characteristics such as the expected opinions of others and the packaged brands’ shelf
position, as a result of which it does not sufficiently explain consumers’ overall preferences
(e.g. Chandon et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2014). Yet, CA was considered to be a feasible technique
for the present study, as major brand decisions are made in-store, and nearly all are thought to
be based on the visual examination of the package (Clement, 2007; Inman et al., 2009).
Moreover, CA is based on the utility theory, whereby it produces utility estimates for the
tested attributes (Lancaster, 1966), which further proves its suitability to the current study.
The study aimed to obtain insights into what, if any, importance the participants attached to
the studied cues in terms of their preference for OTC pharmaceuticals. This type of analysis
produces reliable and refined results about preferences for objective attributes using simple
ordinal preference data, the reliability of which hinges upon product and brand attribute
selection and sample attainment (Hair et al., 2010).
IBM SPSS’s orthogonal design and a full-profile method were used to design the
experimental product profiles, and a conjoint procedure was used with syntax to analyse the
results (IBM SPSS Conjoint 22). The orthogonal design array limits assumptions about the
interaction effects between attributes, since it only estimates the primary effects (Gustafsson
et al., 1999). Yet, an addition of the interaction component would have increased the number of
stimuli (Green and Srinivasan, 1990). A fractional factorial design was used to reduce the
number of profiles.
The first step in designing the experiment was to design profiles for the two products:
painkillers (four attributes) and sore throat medicine (five attributes). The controlled
attributes represented realistic extrinsic cues in the form of verbal and sensory cues
expressed as visual and haptic cues. The selection of these attributes for the main experiment
was based on a literature review, eight face-to-face interviews with pharmacists and
packaging designers, 15 direct elicitations with the help of consumer interviews (Bech-Larsen
and Nielsen, 1999), ten in-store observations and two pre-studies of the designed conjoint
models. This method, as well as sample triangulation, was employed to establish reliable
profiles (Green and Srinivasan, 1990; Hair et al., 2010).
The fractional factorial design reduced the number of full profiles (144 vs. 576) to 16 for
both product types, and 16 profile descriptions for data collection were created using the
planned card function. The reliability of measuring the impact of sensory cues was
considered to hinge upon the stimulus material (Rohani et al., 2014). The profiles were
presented as experimental packages, which were tailor-made by a packaging company to
mimic real-life choice situations. This approach overcame design challenges related to survey
translations in cross-country studies (Cardello, 2005), because the study design only hold
words expressing the flavour and manufacturer. Hence, flavour (menthol, honey and lemon,
mint and neutral with sweeteners) for the sore throat medicine and manufacturer (both COO
(domestic and foreign) and reputation (known and unknown) for the both product types were
expressed verbally and translated for each country. The sensory cues for colour (blue, green,
yellow and red), shape (elongated, portrait and square) and font (font 1 represented a
conservative brand; font 2, a modern brand; and font 3, a brand follower) were expressed
visually. The price, packaging material, volume and product information on the backs of the
packages were identical (Hair et al., 2010).
Data collection procedure
Non-hypothetical ranking CA was considered appropriate for this study, because it provided
information on the consumers’ preferences for all the profiles included in a choice set (Akaichi
et al., 2013). Moreover, it has been reported that ranking and rating data result in comparable
findings (Akaichi et al., 2013; Boyle et al., 2001).

A script was written to maintain consistency during the data collection sessions. Data
collection began by presenting the experimental packages to the respondents and asking
them to choose the package they would most prefer in a situation in which they had a minor
ailment requiring treatment (i.e. a headache or sore throat). The respondents ordered the
conjoint profiles presented as experimental packages according to their preferences—from
the most preferred to the least preferred—discriminating between attributes without
revealing their degree of appreciation (Almli et al., 2015). Data were collected one-by-one, and
each respondent ranked the 16 experimental packages for both products within 15–30 min.
Based on the experiences with the two pre-studies, the profiles of product type 1 (painkiller)
were ranked first, because the flavour attribute on the package of product type 2 made it
easier for respondents to state a preference.
CA produces estimates at individual and aggregated levels, and the aggregated estimates
can be analysed after each particular case (Hair et al., 2010). In this way, patterns can be
detected as they emerge. Thus, data were collected until a saturation point was reached in the
findings, which is methodologically valid for exploratory CA used to determine a clear
pattern in responses (Kumar, 2005). Then, the split-half method was used to assess the
validity of the findings for the chosen samples, the saturation point, and the stability of the
model (Hair et al., 2010).

Results and discussion
Sample
The purposeful sampling strategy ensured that the respondents were familiar with the
product types in this study as well as their intended use. None of the respondents were
frequent users or purchasers of any pharmaceuticals, and some still lived at their parental
homes, in which their parents made their brand decisions. The respondents were aged 18–30
(average age: 26.7 years). The inclusion criteria resulted in respondents’ non-frequent use of
pharmaceuticals, while their young age allowed them to focus on the packaging cues
provided during the data collection sessions instead of responding based on habitual
behaviour. The gender distribution was almost equal (female 5 52%, male 5 48%).
The 461 respondents included 50 Finnish, 78 Ghanaian, 51 Mongolian, 99 Nigerian, 60
Portuguese, 75 South African and 48 US respondents.
Results of conjoint analysis
CA produces estimates at the individual and aggregated levels for determining the relative
importance of each attribute based on the part-worth utility for each attribute level for each
respondent. In group-level estimates, the analysis computes the total part-worth utilities and
relative importance of the total sample by calculating the average of the individual scores.
The accuracy of the estimation was determined by the Pearson correlation coefficient, and the
correlation between the observed and estimated preferences was determined by Kendall’s
Tau coefficient. The value of both coefficients was between 0.800 and 0.998 for respondents
from all participating countries for the two product types, which indicated a good fit (Hair
et al., 2010). Tables 1 and 2 show the correlation scores and aggregated results. Higher mean
scores (marked in Italics in Tables 1 and 2) indicated that the cues were assigned more value
and perceived to be more important by respondents. The importance scores are visualized in
Appendix 1, while the utility scores are visualized in Appendixes 2–4.
Manufacturer and colour were the most important packaging cues (marked in Italics in
Table 1) for the painkillers across respondents from all participating countries, except for the
Ghanaian respondents, who valued colour the most (36.3%), followed by shape (27.5%) and
manufacturer (20.1%, Table 1). Letter font was the least valued cue, except among the South
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Level

Blue
Green
Yellow
Red
Shape
Elongated
Portrait
Square
Font
1 (conservative)
2 (modern)
3 (follower)
Manufacturer Known domestic
Unknown domestic
Known foreign
Unknown foreign
Pearson’s R
Kendall’s tau

Colour

Attribute

Table 1.
Summary of averaged
importance and utility
(product type
1. painkillers)
1.35
31.6
0.94
0.96
0.55
1.53
24.4
0.45
1.08
0.35
10.7
0.1
0.25
2.15
33.3
0.66
0.83
2.31
0.998
0.954

0.38
36.3
0.59
0.06
0.15
0.57
27.5
0.20
0.77
0.54
16.1
0.68
0.15
0.04
20.1
0.71
0.56
0.19
0.997
0.879

0.19
24.2
0.89
0.54
1.24
0.13
11.5
0.83
0.96
0.23
8.1
0.09
0.31
3.49
56.2
3.14
3.07
3.42
0.997
0.879

0.25
18
1.5
0.25
1.5
0.03
11.4
0.44
0.41
0.6
6.2
0.35
0.25
4.85
64.4
2.35
3.1
5.6
0.989
0.874

1.27
30.2
0.17
0.2
1.64
1.17
22.3
0.12
1.05
0.23
10.3
0.29
0.52
2.58
37.2
1.43
1.33
2.48
0.994
0.883

0.25
30.1
0.11
0.71
0.58
0.49
16.1
0.31
0.18
0.06
16.2
0.24
0.18
1.93
37.6
0.74
0.94
2.12
0.944
0.800

1.10
26.9
0.1
0.34
0.66
0.40
25.9
1.18
0.77
0.17
8.5
0.13
0.3
2.79
38.7
1.77
1.65
2.68
0.992
0.946

Finland
Ghana
Mongolia
Nigeria
Portugal
South Africa
The USA
N 5 50
N 5 78
N 5 51
N 5 99
N 5 60
N 5 75
N 5 48
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)
Utility
(%)

IJRDM

Menthol
Honey and
lemon
Mint
Neutral
Blue
Green
Yellow
Red
Elongated
Portrait
Square
1 (conservative)
2 (modern)
3 (follower)
Known
domestic
Unknown
domestic
Known foreign
Unknown
foreign

Flavour

Pearson
Kendall’s tau

Manufacturer

Font

Shape

Colour

Level

Attribute

0.983
0.850

0.64
0.71

0.24
1.06

0.05
0.17
1.05
1.02
0.55
0.52
0.71
0.01
0.70
0.004
0.04
0.03
0.17

0.09
0.21

0.10

22.9

14.2

13

19

30.9

0.985
0.883

20.6

11.5

20

31.3

16.6

Ghana
N 5 78
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

0.15

0.23
1.24
0.80
0.39
0.30
1.48
0.58
0.22
0.80
1.10
0.03
1.13
1.14

0.57
0.45

Finland
N 5 50
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

2.87
3.82

2.34

0.77
2.33
0.05
0.87
0.22
0.60
0.25
0.47
0.22
0.08
0.12
0.20
3.29

0.87
0.69

0.994
0.958

46.7

6

7.9

13.6

25.8

Mongolia
N 5 51
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

2.58
1.09

2.25

0.76
1.81
0.40
0.03
0.23
0.20
0.26
0.27
0.53
0.05
0.40
0.45
0.76

0.49
0.56

0.997
0.983

31.4

11.5

12.7

16.3

28.1

Nigeria
N 5 99
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

0.34
1.22

0.43

1.32
2.36
0.43
0.85
0.30
1.59
0.45
0.14
0.31
0.21
0.17
0.38
1.31

2.14
1.54

0.999
0.950

17.8

7.6

8.9

19.2

46.5

Portugal
N 5 60
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

0.76
0.36

0.82

0.17
0.77
0.15
0.13
0.25
0.04
0.28
0.20
0.48
0.13
0.69
0.82
0.42

0.83
0.11

0.998
0.983

23.8

15.9

15.5

19.8

25

South-Africa
N 5 75
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)

0.57
1.78

0.63

0.55
1.49
0.20
0.68
0.22
1.10
0.61
0.78
0.12
0.70
0.12
0.59
1.84

0.82
1.76

0.997
0.950

26.9

7.3

11.4

15.9

38.5

The USA
N 5 48
Rel. Imp.
Utility
(%)
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African respondents, who valued shape the least (16.1%). Thus, verbal information was the
most important cue for respondents from all countries, except Ghana, for which sensory cues
were the most important.
Table 2 shows more variation in the cue effects with regard to preferences for the sore
throat medicine compared to the painkillers. For the Finnish (30.9%), Portuguese (46.5%),
South African (25%) and US (38.5%) respondents, flavour affected preference for the sore
throat medicine (a lozenge product not wholly swallowed like the painkillers) (marked in
Italics in Table 2), while the Ghanaian respondents (31.3%) valued colour the most. The
Finnish (22.9%), South African (23.8%), American (26.9%) and Ghanaian (20.7%)
respondents indicated that the manufacturer was the second most important cue, while the
Mongolian (46.7%) and Nigerian (31.4%) respondents valued the manufacturer the most,
followed by the flavour. The colour was a secondary cue for the Portuguese respondents
(19.2%) and a tertiary cue for the Finnish, Mongolian, Nigerian, South African and US
respondents. The Finnish and South African respondents valued shape the least, while font
was the least important cue for the sore throat medicine for the remaining respondents.
Again, for the throat medicine, the order of importance placed on packaging cues (i.e. flavour,
manufacturer, colour, shape and font) was similar among all respondents, except for the
Ghanaian respondents, for which a localised approach based on colour appears to be valued
most. Hence, for most, the verbal cue of flavour exceeds the importance of other cues.
Respondents from all seven countries indicated that colour was the most important
sensory cue across the two product types, which highlights the crucial role of colour as a
sensory packaging cue (Madden et al., 2000). In particular, colour as a visual cue was more
important to respondents than shape, which is a haptic cue. For the Ghanaian respondents,
colour remained the most important cue, even when adding flavour as a verbal cue, while the
second most important cue was shape for the painkillers, which means that this sensory cue
was more significant than the verbal cue in this case.
For the Mongolian and Nigerian respondents, manufacturer remained the most crucial
verbal cue, even when adding flavour to the product type like for the sore throat medicine.
This finding could mean that respondents from these countries assessed quality based on the
manufacturer of the product. These findings could also be explained by the product type.
Medicinal products are usually considered high-physical-risk consumer goods, as they relate
to a person’s health (Solomon, 2011); thus, they require extensive problem-solving and a
greater amount of available product information (Schiffman and Kanuk, 2010). For such
products manufacturer could be a cue for risk reduction (Miyazaki et al., 2005).
A closer investigation of the utility scores for the pain medication (Table 1) shows that
manufacturer’s reputation contributed more greatly to desirability than the COO, as the
known foreign manufacturer followed the known domestic manufacturer in more cases. Only
the Ghanaian respondents valued COO more than reputation, and, therefore, in their case, a
known foreign manufacturer and unknown foreign manufacturer were valued more than
domestic manufacturers. The scores for colour showed that respondents from Western
countries (Finland, Portugal and the USA) mostly preferred blue for the painkillers, whereas
green or yellow was most valued among the African (Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa) and
Mongolian respondents. Red was the least valued colour, except among the Finnish
respondents. A preference for elongated packaging was evident among respondents from
Finland, Ghana, Portugal and South Africa. Moreover, a modern font style was valued among
most respondents, except for the Finnish and US respondents.
Menthol was clearly one of the most valued flavours for the sore throat medicine (Table 2).
In terms of the emphasis placed on manufacturer characteristics for this product type, the
scores show that known domestic manufacturers were valued the most among the Finnish,
Mongolian, Portuguese and US respondents, whereas the Nigerian, Ghanaian and South
African respondents preferred the well-known foreign manufacturer above the well-known

domestic manufacturer. The Mongolian, Portuguese and US respondents preferred domestic
and foreign manufacturers with a well-known reputation, while the Finnish respondents
valued domestic manufacturers more greatly than well-known manufacturers. Again,
unknown foreign manufacturers were valued the least, except among the Nigerian and South
African respondents, who valued the unknown domestic manufacturer the least. Green was
the most valued colour, except among the Finnish and Nigerian respondents, who preferred
blue, and the South African respondents, who preferred yellow. The least valued colour
varied among the different countries and showed little consistency. In a similar vein to the
product type 1 (Table 1), elongated packaging seemed to be preferred by most respondents.
For product type 2, the conservative letter style was preferred among the Western
respondents, while the African respondents valued the modern style.
Conclusions and implications
It is well acknowledged that the retail store stimulates consumers’ senses. Research has
stressed the importance of such stimulation, as it has an impact on retail store appeal,
consumer moods, brand and quality evaluations and consumer purchase intentions
(Bakamitsos, 2006; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen and Uusitalo, 2015; Krishna, 2006; 2012; Soars,
2009). Yet, that which has received less attention in the literature is the idea that retail
packaging is an integral part of retailing and a product cues existing in retail stores that
stimulate consumers’ senses (e.g. Hulten, 2012; Kauppinen-R€ais€anen and Uusitalo, 2015).
Retail packaging exhibit the packaged branded product on the retail shelf and as the
“voice” of the brand, it serves various functions. It may convey the performance of the
product and the image of the brand at the point-of-purchase. It may also have an impact on
the ways in which the retail company appears or how it is perceived (Kauppinen-R€ais€anen,
2014; Law et al., 2010). Hence, retail packaging may induce a positive packaging experience,
contribute to a positive brand experience, enhance a pleasant shopping experience and even
contribute to the overall store experience for the consumer (e.g. Hulten, 2012; KauppinenR€ais€anen and Uusitalo, 2015).
The study focused on the contextuality of retail packaging cues for marketing globalised
OTC pharmaceuticals to consumers representing different local conditions. The study
detected similarities and differences across the studied product types and countries when it
comes to the importance attached to cues expressed in retail packaging in terms of
preferences for OTC pharmaceutical products. The study also detected similarities and
differences in how sensory versus verbal information influences preferences. Hence, the
study entails the essence of understanding the contextuality of the retail packaging cues. For
example, the findings show that for the OTC painkiller, for which flavour is not relevant, the
manufacturer influences most preferences, followed by colour, except for Ghanaians. For
the OTC throat medicine, flavour outweighs for most countries than the importance of the
manufacturer. Then again, the sensory cues of colour (i.e. blue and green) and shape (i.e.
elongated), including the olfactory cue of flavour (i.e. menthol), expressed verbally, were, to a
great extent, of global importance to the respondents, with similarities across most of the
countries. However, for respondents from African countries (i.e. South Africa, Nigeria and
Ghana) and Mongolia, differences in colour preferences were detected, which imply that a
localised branding approach could be beneficial. What more, the findings show the
contextuality of shape. Respondents in some countries share the preference for packaging
shape, while the shape also is perceived as product type –specific. The visual cue of font,
which has received limited received limited scholarly attention, was, in the present study, in
most cases, the least important cue, except for the respondents from Finland and South Africa
in terms of the throat medicine. This finding does not imply that lettering style is
unimportant. On the contrary, the study showed consistencies in font preference among
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Western respondents who shared a preference for the conservative style, which potentially
conveys trustworthiness. Respondents from African countries preferred the modern style,
which potentially conveys development. The findings imply that throat medicine could
benefit more from localised approaches in their packaging cues more than pain medication,
especially for Nigerian and South African consumers. The Ghanaian respondents appeared
to value localisation for both products more than the other respondents. The exploratory
nature of our study does not allow for generalisations, yet the findings imply that packaging
cues related to the senses, namely colour, shape, font and flavour, can, to a great extent, be
standardised for global markets, with the exception of a few countries.
Despite our specific interest in sensory packaging cues, the importance that respondents,
on a global level, attached to verbal information related to manufacturer in terms of product
preference deserves special attention. The product type cannot be ignored since respondents
from different countries regarded the importance of manufacturer—whether domestic or
foreign—differently depending on whether they were assessing painkillers or throat
medicine. These differences could be based on the availability of known and trusted local or
foreign manufactures of the particular product type as well as on the perceived physical risk
associated with that product. The way in which consumers should consume the product (e.g.
lozenges versus tablet/capsule) may also play a role, for which the latter instance flavour is
not of importance.
The study’s contributions to the existing retail packaging literature and pharmaceutical
branding literature are two-fold. First, the study advances the two fields of research by
providing empirical evidence of the multidimensional aspects of sensory cues expressed in
retail packaging. Second, it contributes by showing the contextual nature of retail packaging
and its associated cues for OTC pharmaceuticals.
The study provides beneficial insights to pharmaceutical companies—whether at the
local or global level. In essence, the findings imply that, while many cues are global, some cues
deserve to be considered in the local context. On the one hand, global companies could benefit
from paying attention to the impact of packaging cues across various national and cultural
settings, while also the local impact of those cues on consumer preference and choice
behaviour deserves to be acknowledged. For instance, foreign manufacturers may evoke
trust in high-risk products in some countries, while it may evoke a sense luxury or prestige for
others. Similarly, domestic manufacturers may represent trust in some countries and low
quality in other countries; thus, understanding local context is essential. The colour red may,
as a powerful colour, convey an immediate cure in some countries and pain in others. Indeed,
from a global strategic branding point of view, every single packaging cue being part of the
design process deserves to be considered comprehensively, as this may enable companies to
enter new markets and help them create sustainable and credible global brands. On the other
hand, local brand and retail management may benefit from understanding what influences
consumers’ brand preferences and choices explicitly at the point-of-purchase of OTC
pharmaceuticals. Management may take advantage of acknowledging the multifunctional
packaging and the multidimensional aspects of brand cues expressed in packaging in their
attempts to reach and delight savvy consumers with experiences in today’s marketplace.
Limitations and future research
The results also imply the importance of multi-cue fit or cue congruence, because, for colour,
green may convey the flavour of menthol or mint. Font also seems to carry importance for
brand preferences, which deserves to be explored in future research. This study took into
consideration only two senses in relation to packaging cues: sight and touch. While visual
cues, such as colour and images, have received some attention in the literature, most sensory
cues remain unexplored in terms of their impact on packing. In particular, the sense of touch

deserves to be further investigated. This study focused on two specific health products
(medications), which may be perceived by some consumers as high-risk and highinvolvement when compared to other consumer goods, while others may view these
products as low-involvement. To gain a deeper understanding of the effects of product type,
both low- and high-involvement products should be further investigated. The current study
focused on seven countries, for which it found similarities and dissimilarities between in
terms of the impact of packaging cues. Some patterns were detected among developed, newly
industrialised counties and some across developing countries. Additionally, some similarities
were found among Western and African respondents. These findings indicate that the crosscultural nature of product packaging cue effects should be further investigated, particularly
because international trade has been expanding, with global brands competing to establish
local or home-grown brands. Furthermore, the inclusion criteria included young age
(students) and non-frequent use of OTC pharmaceuticals; thus, results for older and more
frequent users of these products may differ and provide potential for future research.
Finally, conjoint analysis is perceived as an essential tool when defining marketing
strategies, as it provides insight to understanding the relative importance of various cues.
Hence, employing CA enabled the current research to contribute to understanding the
contextual impact of a set of packaging cues. Yet, the exploratory nature of the study could be
extended to investigate additional packaging cues.
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