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In this research we examine the relationship between the transparency of packaging and consumers’ evaluations for a variety of

product categories that vary in the extent of sensory contact or involvement of consumers.  For those products that are high on sensory

attributes such as turkey and cotton tips, participants show a preference for transparent (vs. opaque) packaging while they are

indifferent to packaging for those products low on sensory attributes (DVDs, highlighters; Study 1).  This transparency advantage is

mitigated when other relevant information (visual of cotton tips) or (verbal claim that opaque turkey packaging prevents freezer burn;

Study 2).  Finally, when negative emotions such as disgust are instantiated.  Not only does this transparency advantage not manifest

but there is an opacity advantage – i.e. opaque packaging is preferred (nausea medicine; study 3).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
As much as 73% of all purchases are made at the point of sale,

with packaging heavily influencing not only what products are
included in consumers’ consideration sets but also which of those
are ultimately selected (Rettie and Brewer 2000). While product
packaging encompasses several different dimensions, research in
visual aesthetics has focused most prominently on package shapes,
colors, and proportions (Orth and Malkewitz 2008; Raghubir and
Greenleaf 2006) while largely neglecting other characteristics of
packaging such as its transparency. This finding is curious, given a
recent trend in the marketplace toward using packaging transpar-
ency as a means of innovation and differentiation. While intuitively
this seems to be a good way to differentiate products in a cluttered
market, we currently lack a theoretical understanding of the impact
of transparency in consumers’ judgments of product packaging.

In this research we examine the relationship between the
transparency of packaging and consumers’ product evaluations for
a variety of product categories that vary in levels of sensory
attributes. Using a series of three experiments we propose and test
three hypotheses that predict transparency preference and find that
both product specific factors and product packaging cues can
moderate the relationship between transparency and perceptions of
performance.

We find that for those products that are high on sensory
attributes such as turkey and cotton tips, participants show a clear
preference for transparent packaging while they are indifferent to
packaging for those products low on sensory attributes (DVDs,
highlighters; Study 1). However it is possible to mitigate this
transparency advantage, through the provision of other relevant
market information which can be visual (picture of cotton tips) or
verbal (claim that opaque packaging prevents freezer burn of
Turkey; Study 2). Finally there are instances where this transpar-
ency advantage not only does not manifest but that there is in fact
an opacity advantage–i.e. opaque packaging is preferred (nausea
medicine; study 3). Such contexts represent boundary conditions to
the transparency advantage and are likely to manifest when trans-
parency of packaging may instantiate negative emotional reactions
(such as disgust, fear, embarrassment) to the problems that the
product serve as solutions for.

We support the notion here that given the primacy of firsthand
experience in product evaluation, marketers have the ability to
shape this firsthand experience through the transparency of packag-
ing. To a great degree, allowing visual inspection of contents of the
package through transparent packaging provides sensory informa-
tion not only related to sight but may also serve as a proxy for other
sensory information such as taste, touch and smell. In absence of the
ability to provide such a direct visual inspection it is possible
through other means to mitigate the opacity disadvantage. Market-
ers can transform the way an indirect, secondhand experience
occurs by changing the way in which the sensory attribute is framed.
This can occur through some kind of a proxy of firsthand sensory
experience by the use of market information such as a salient
product image on the package and/or a relevant product claim.

In this research we have focused solely on the impact of visual
inspection through transparent packaging. However we still lack an
understanding of how such a visual examination helps or falls short
of serving other sensory evaluations–such as smell, touch, taste.

Also, it would be interesting to examine how opaque packaging
with some other sensory dimension, such as scent, may serve as an
indirect diagnostic visual experience. An orange scented opaque
package for orange juice may invoke visual images of fresh oranges
and may perform adequately or even better than a transparent
package. Our findings also suggest that other relevant cues may
provide diagnostic information that acts as a proxy to mitigate the
absence of visual information in evaluation. Such a transformation
may change either the relative weights attached to the associated
sensory and cognitive attributes or may in fact change their relative
value. The precise mechanism of the transformation between the
impact of sensory and cognitive cues in determining the effect of
transparency of packaging is also an interesting question for future
investigation.

More generally, this is an area of substantive interest because
of the important implications of packaging in marketing strategy.
Not only does packaging have the ability to influence purchase
decisions (Creusen and Schoormans 2005), it also holds the power
to damage consumer relationships if not thought out carefully, as in
the recent case of Pepsico’s redesign of Tropicana Orange Juice.
The packaging of a product can be thought to “do the talking” for
its contents and therefore it is necessary to ensure that the packaging
is communicating the right message. It is therefore important to
understand how consumers react to and process package-related
information so that marketers might align their packaging’s mes-
sage to consumer needs.
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