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Retail is in a state of flux. Disruption from online shopping continues to 
bite into the physical store and last year, 51% of purchases took place 
online1. Yet, in the face of this competition, bricks-and-mortar stores are 
surviving and thriving, by changing their proposition for a new generation 
of shoppers. Rather than remaining places of transactional functionality, 
forward-thinking stores are becoming places of multi-sensory experience, 
where customers take part in enriched conversations with products and 
brands. Multisensory marketing is shaping the future store, offering sensory 
cues that stimulate dwell time and brand involvement.

At Premium Scenting we welcome this trend. Its powerful role is well-
established – of all the senses, scent inspires vivid memories and emotions 
(termed the ‘Proustian’ effect, after French writer Marcel Proust). But 
scent also has exciting effects on retail behaviour: for example, a brand-
appropriate smell can encourage shoppers to spend up to 20% more time 
in-store.  

How should in-store scent be deployed to maximum effect? With 
independent research house Walnut Unlimited, Premium Scenting 
undertook a ground-breaking study to investigate the impact of multisensory 
experiences on consumer involvement levels.  Using virtual reality, we 
examined respondents’ emotional responses to scent, imagery and audio 
combinations, using Galvanic Skin Response and an unscented control.    

The results show a significantly higher response of 38% involvement to 
scented rather than unscented conditions across all experiences.  Scent 
created an early impact:  this demonstrates that smell provides consumers 
with a sense of orientation in a new experience.  Moreover, we found 
that different types of experiences induced different responses. In high-
excitement settings, the effect of scent is rapid, then lost in the ‘noisiness’ 
of the high excitement visuals and audio.  In calmer experiences, the initial 
scent effect continues to build, inviting participants into deeper, longer-term 
involvement.  

These are important findings to provide direction to physical retail design, 
indicating the potential of balanced multisensory store environments to 
build brand engagement for longer-term customer relationships.

In this report we look into the strategies physical stores can adopt, and 
examine how they can evolve to meet this era’s retail challenges.

Mark Reader is the Group Marketing 
Director for Rentokil Initial.  

Prior to his current role with Rentokil 
Initial, where in recent years he has 
been working with teams within the 
group to develop business service 
solutions across multiple sectors  to 
include retail and hospitality, Mark 
held operational, marketing and 
merchandising roles within retail 
environments.
 
Premium Scenting is serviced by Initial 
and Ambius, part of the Rentokil Initial 
Group.

Preface by 
Mark Reader

Sources: 
1 UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper, 2016.



Introduction

Scent amplifies experiences
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In the face of digital challenges and raised customer expectations, 
retail has had to change.  Rather than focusing entirely on the 
selling of goods, retailers have been reimagining the physical store: 
as places of experience, immersion and multisensory engagement. 
In such environments scent plays a powerful role, improving brand 
perceptions and loyalty by forging emotional connections between 
brands and people.

Why scent matters

In our ground-breaking study, Premium Scenting worked with independent 
research house Walnut Unlimited, and found that scent significantly increases 
consumer involvement in experiences by a margin of 38%, at a statistically 
significant level of 99%.  In other words, scent amplifies an experience and 
has a huge potential in sensory retail design.  These results start to signpost 
how retail brands can use scent as part of experiential marketing to attract 
and retain customers, engaging them more deeply in brand experiences 
in store.  By understanding the role of scent as part of psychology and 
physiology, retailers can utilise its powerful effect towards the delivery of the 
ultimate retail experience. 

Scent significantly 
increases consumer 
involvement in 
experiences by a 
margin of 38%, at a 
statistically significant 
level of 99%.  
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Ultimate Retail Experience, 2017.  Premium Scenting



The ‘Experience Economy’

Coined in 1998 by Joseph Pine and James Gilmore, the term ‘The Experience 
Economy’ described a future where, in order to stand out, businesses should 
create memorable events for their customers. As the authors wrote: “Those 
businesses that relegate themselves to the diminishing world of goods and 
services will be rendered irrelevant. To avoid this fate, you must learn to 
stage a rich, compelling experience.” This has turned out to be the case as 
brands and retailers roll out ‘experiential’ shopping environments. 

The store’s ‘customer journey’

The new physical store is a journey – even a ‘story’. Forward-looking retailers 
understand that every sensory touch-point in-store, from colour to scent, to 
tactility and taste, can make a positive impact on the customer experience. 
The best retailers try to understand how today’s consumers want to shop – 
and they also know that in an era of information and sensory distraction, they 
will need to be captivated by the essence of a brand. 

Our sense of smell

Smell is one of our best developed senses. Humans are able to distinguish 
some one trillion different scent combinations2, and our sense of smell is 
highly discriminating. Even when we struggle to identify scents themselves, 
we are highly adept at recognising their associations, which are deeply 
rooted in memory and emotion. This sensory sophistication is starting to be 
properly deployed in the physical retail store, and as multisensory marketing 
drives consumer engagement, scent is increasingly positioned as a key 
consumer motivator. With concepts such as Total Retail, omnichannel and 
other profound changes in the retail sector, the challenge is now to find 
methods of using scent, sometimes in combination with other sensory 
modalities, to create immersive in-store experiences that drive interest and 
revenue.
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Why bricks and 
mortar? 

With more shops 
now closing than 
opening overall3 
it is essential 
that retailers 
reposition their 
store portfolios in 
line with consumer 
expectations.  
Service oriented, 
experiential, with 
customisation and 
personalisation, 
stores must cater 
to the individual 
consumer like 
never before. 

Sources: 
2 Humans Can Discriminate More than 1 Trillion 
Olfactory Stimuli C. Bushdid, M. O. Magnasco, L. 
B. Vosshall, A. Keller 3 The Telegraph, 
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‘Retailment’ Concept Stores

In a counter-trend to e-commerce, 
the last few years have seen 
openings of ‘concept stores’ with 
curated content, and flagship stores 
in great locations that proclaim the 
brand story.  The new store is less 
about being a seller of products, 
more a leisure experience or 
retail entertainment – a showcase 
of ‘brand essence’.  This shift in 
emphasis makes the new physical 
store highly exciting.

Shoppers like personalisation

Creating a personalised experience 
will drive future retail success, both 
online and in stores with data-driven 
service, and experiences, not just 
products. Retailers will design 
dynamic spaces that become a 
destination and give people a reason 
to enter.  Inside, consumers will 
find customised experiences highly 
tailored to their lifestyle choices, as 
well as places to respond to their 
different moods, from high energy 
experiences to relaxing zones.  In all 
of these different areas, scent can 
play a large part in attracting and 
retaining customer engagement.

People like interaction

Customers still visit retail locations, 
partially to see what’s on offer, but 
largely because they want to gain 
advice:

The new store is less 
about being a seller 
of products, more a 
leisure experience or 
retail entertainment – 
a showcase of ‘brand 
essence’. 

Sources:
4 Salefloor, 2 L2 

• 84% in-store sought advice from  
 sales people and 87% were 
 more likely to buy an item  
 recommended by a sales  
 assistant1.
• 72% of online shoppers  
 worldwide consider the brick- 
 and-mortar experience most  
 important when making a  
 purchase4.

The trend for ‘Clicks into bricks’

Even ‘digital-native’ internet retailers 
are moving into bricks-and-mortar 
stores.  Amazon is set to launch 
Amazon Go, which promises 
seamless omnichannel shopping 
with no queues or checkout, and 
food and drink in-store. Beauty 
brand Birchbox and mattress outlet 
Casper are also opening stores, 
while fashion outlets Warby Parker, 
Bonobos and Sézane are no 
longer online-only and now have 
‘e-commerce’ showrooms. 

Retailers gain data from consumers 
in store

Getting consumers to share data in 
physical stores is still a hurdle, but 
location technology like beacons 
and Bluetooth technology can 
provide retailers with purchasing 
history and preferred brands, while 
enabling retailers to gain strategic 
information.  This valuable data 
further builds the picture of the 
consumer and supports seamless 
engagement across all channels.  
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Six Leading Experiential Stores
Creating a 
personalised 
experience will drive 
future retail success1

Immersion: Hunter’s second flagship store in Japan has 
digital displays, custom soundscapes and scented 
ambient areas, creating deeply immersive brand 
experiences

2
Engagement: The Store at 180 The Strand in London has 
art, music, food, fashion, broadcasting and collaborations 
with artists, designers, craftsmen and chefs.  The 

experience rivals many leisure environments

3
Curation: Merci (Paris) features an adaptive experience in 

an old wallpaper factory, to encourage repeat visits, with 
changing exhibitions, a bookshop, florist, three cafés, a 
garden, themes and product categories

4
Retail as events: Samsung 837 (NY) has a three-storey 
screen, café, concerts, guest chefs teaching, concierge 
service, VR space and running club. Consumers flock to 
each event in preference to other leisure experiences

5
Try before you buy: PIRCH, the US kitchen, bath and 
outdoor appliance retailer encourages guests in its New 
York City store to ‘test drive’ merchandise in interactive 
‘vignettes’ – even to have a shower in-store

6
Concierge: Fitness retailer Lululemon’s New York City 
store has a concierge service offering fitness classes, art 
exhibitions and advice about running routes and healthy 
restaurants 



1. The strategic role of the physical store
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Retail is evolving fast. Online shopping and e-commerce have 
made a huge difference as consumers no longer need to go to 
physical stores to purchase products. 

The basic purpose of the store has transformed. Forward-thinking 
physical stores now provide experiences, personal customisation, 
community sharing and brand differentiation – offering memorable 
multisensory brand experiences that can’t be gained online.

Using scent as part 
of a multisensory, 
deeply immersive 
retail experience 
realises significant 
benefits.

Immersive retail spaces

As the role of the physical store 
transforms, the delivery of instore 
brand experiences that capture 
an emotional consumer response 
are those that lead to customer 
engagement and loyalty.  As our 
pioneering Premium Scenting/
Walnut Unlimited study shows, using 
scent as part of a multisensory, 
deeply immersive retail experience 
realises significant benefits. The 
results demonstrate the powerful 
initial impact of scent in the first 
five seconds of a new experience.  
Our sense of smell is the one that 
supports our orientation in a new 
space before the visual role is fully 
established, and the sense that 
drives immediate immersion in the 
experience.  As retailers now deploy 
human factors to engage customers, 
adding scent can bring lasting value 
to the multisensory retail mix, starting 
at the front door.  

Concept stores

The growth of the concept store 
in the last few years has been a 

strong direction for retail. Taking 
inspiration from magazines and 
museums, stores such as New York’s 
Story have become like galleries, 
offering temporary promotional 
space for brands to put on curated 
experiences and displays. 

Top Locations

Location is key. As numbers of retail 
stores are expected to decline by 
22% from today to 20185 the role of 
the flagship store in a great location 
relevant to that brand – sometimes 
called a ‘super-flagship’ – is evolving.  
Flagship stores gain maximum 
advantage becoming a ‘destination’ 
within the local landscape.  

‘Shoppertainment’ and ‘Retailment’

Retail serves several functions 
beyond the selling of merchandise. 
It is a recreational experience 
competing for leisure time: a 
means to relax, to be entertained, 
discover and socialise. The idea of 
‘shoppertainment‘ introduces a mix 
of food, drink, events together with 
curated product ranges, all reflecting Sources:5 retailresearch.org

Understanding the in-store experience
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the consumer’s chosen lifestyle in 
immersive environments. 

In the ultimate store experience, 
customers might not even see 
themselves as ‘shopping’ at all. For 
example, in its Westfield London 
store, make-up brand Charlotte 
Tilbury has augmented reality mirrors, 
offering customers the chance to 
try different signature looks, while 
the Starbucks store in Amsterdam 
functions as a ‘coffee lab’ where the 
public can try new brewing methods.
  
‘Retailment’ adds to the shopping-
as-entertainment mix, adding 
personalised experiences via 
technology such as augmented 
and virtual reality, and illustrating 
that the new consumer enters the 
physical store to ‘live’ the brand 
experience. Recent research from 
Barclays’ New Retail Reality report 
found that  57% of respondents 
would be ‘more likely’ to visit a store 
that had integrated VR and digital 
technologies, with almost two-thirds 
wanting to touch products before 
purchase.

Physical retail within omnichannel

In-store consumers spend more. 
Brad Andrews of menswear 
company Bonobos, which launched 
online in 2007 and now has 22 
physical stores and rising, says 
physical shoppers “spend more 
on average than our direct online 
customers, they repeat faster and 
they return less product”6. 

In the omnichannel era, retail 
brands should ensure a seamless 
experience from the tablet and 
phone right through to the store. 
The more brands can understand, 
connect and divert consumers 
instead of merely selling to them, 
the more long-term success and 
sustainability they will enjoy as 
omnichannel shoppers spend more.  
For example, the US store Macy’s 
discovered that its omnichannel 
shoppers were eight times more 
valuable than their single-channel 
shoppers.  

Unlike e-commerce, physical stores 
allow retailer brands to make real 
sensory connections with customers 
and demonstrate brand benefits in 
real time, in spaces congruent with 
consumer’s expectations.  

With these new phenomena, retailers 
accept that consumers increasingly 
hold the power, and are using the 
physical store to provide exceptional 
experiences and customer advice to 
build brand engagement and keep 
customers loyal.   

Sources:6 The store of the Future, Business 
of Fashion, 2016



“Sell your store as a 
product. Think about 
what it could do and 
achieve for you.”

Lorna Hall of WGSN
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Sources: 
7 Salesfloor, 8 The Business Impact of Scent Report, Rentokil Initial 2016

Why customers like physical stores

• 85% of consumers prefer to shop in stores  
 because they like to touch and feel products  
 before they make a purchase7

• 58% of customers said that online shopping   
 lacks the level of service found in-store7

• 53% of customers surveyed also wanted the  
 opportunity to shop online with a sales  
 associate in-store7

• 42% of shoppers claim the store ‘ambience’ or  
 ‘pleasant atmosphere’ is what they most liked  
 about shopping8
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2. Brand congruence with consumer lifestyles

In line with the development of multisensory understanding, a 
movement has grown in retail to capture all consumers’ five senses, 
and to achieve seamless customer interaction. This is expressed 
in ‘brand congruence’, the process by which all touch-points of a 
brand – the look and feel, sensations, perceptions, and behavioural 
responses - are at one or ‘on-brand’ with the consumer.  For 
retailers, the goal is to engage customers by understanding what 
motivates them, based in their selected lifestyles – and keep them 
coming back.  

“With all of the other 
senses, you think 
before you respond, 
but with scent, your 
brain responds 
before you think. 
Thus the sense of 
smell is of interest to 
marketers because of 
its potential to create 
uncensored reactions 
to marketing stimuli.”10

Pam Scholder Ellen, 
marketing professor, 
Georgia State University

Congruence with consumer 
personas

Consumers buy products and brands 
that they believe complement their 
own self-images and lifestyles: a 
process sometimes called ‘image 
congruence’ and supported by 
‘self-concept’ theory: the term for an 
organised set of perceptions and 
beliefs about oneself.  

Marketing professor Joseph Sirgy 
explains that consumers who 
perceive a product or brand to be 
consistent with their self-concept 
are more likely to feel motivated to 
purchase that product, particularly 
in-store. “At the most basic level, 
the buying process is shaped 
and influenced by the stimuli 
encountered and perceptions 
created in bricks-and-mortar 
stores.”9. Brand identities that align to 
consumer personas create stronger 
and more meaningful brand loyalties, 
assisted by sensory stimuli such as 
music, visuals and scent.

“The congruency effect is not only a 
scent (for example) being congruent 
with the place or the product, it’s 
being congruent with what people 
expect,” says scent marketing expert 
Caroline Ardelet. “What you need 
is to link the sensory story with the 
persona, via an understanding of 
your customers and what people 
expect from the brand.  With smell, 
you have to devise a scent that will 
evoke the personality and attributes 
of the brand.”

This is supported by our study.  
Before being presented with the VR-
scent-audio experiences, candidates 
were asked to identify a persona 
they most closely associated with 
from a choice of three – mainstream, 
classicist and urban.  In the results, 
each persona group had revealed 
clear preferences for particular 
experiences.  They identified more 
strongly with these experiences and 
felt they were more enjoyable. 

Sources:
1 Sirgy 10 Vlahos 2007

Engagement through understanding motivation
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Congruence across channels

In the omnichannel era, brand 
congruence should exist across 
the retail channels: in-store, in 
technology, in events and even 
zones within stores. With careful 
curation, making sure all channels 
complement one another and move 
seamlessly between themselves, a 
brand can tell a consistent story.  

Leading retail brands are already 
tapping into the brand aspects of 
scenting, creating signature scents 
that become the scent equivalent 
of the visual logo, providing an 
additional sensory cue that heralds 
the brand experience.   

As retailers innovate across 
channels, the scent of a brand can 
manifest across customer touch 
points, even into consumers’ homes 
in brand scented packaging.  

In our study, we found scent to 
have a powerful congruent impact, 
increasing involvement with the 
whole experience and supporting 
earlier research that the sense 
of smell is the most rooted and 
‘emotional’ of all.

With careful 
curation, making 
sure all channels 
complement one 
another and move 
seamlessly between 
themselves, a brand 
can tell a consistent 
story.  



The Ultimate Retail Experience | 13

“Ensuring loyal 
customers long-
term in a boutique 
like mine means 
exceeding their 
expectations. My 
typical customers 
are very busy with 
families and high-
profile jobs, and 
coming to the 
boutique is a special 
treat, giving them 
luxurious ‘me-time’ 
when they can 
relax in a gorgeous 

environment.  Every 
element of the space 
has to appeal to their 
senses and align 
with the lifestyle they 
aspire to.  Using a 
beautiful, feminine 
yet subtle scent is 
a key factor in how 
customers feel  
in-store.” 

Sophie Cranston, Owner, 
Libelula Boutique 

Engaging the classicist:  
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Engaging through human senses in 
an age of overload

The average consumer is believed 
to be exposed to more than 5,000 
advertisement and brand exposures 
a day11.  Unsurprisingly, not all of them 
are absorbed.  With brands vying for 
attention on every corner, appealing 
to all five senses makes sense, as 
it offers a myriad of pathways to 
engage the consumer. The wider 
shift in retail, whereby physical stores 
offer a way to represent brands 
as experiences, has led to a need 
for the five senses – smell, sight, 
hearing, touch and taste – to be 
offered as part of a continuum in-
store. 

Shops as sensory destinations

The term for this approach is ‘multi-
sensory’ marketing, and its growth 
reflects the increasing priority of 
sensory experience in retail.  The 
five senses are set to work together 
to create immersive and optimal 
environments, enabling brands to 
create emotional relationships with 
consumers.  

“Consider the 
multiplier effect 
– measurements 
demonstrate that 
if you trigger two 
senses brand impact 
increases by 30% 
and if you trigger 
three senses it 
increases by 70%.” 

Martin Lindstrom, Brand 
Sense. 

3. Multi-sensory impact in physical retail

Sources: 
11 Media Dynamics, Inc.

As stores become destinations, 
brands need to represent 
themselves in terms of their 
sensory signatures.  At the same 
time, sensory marketing is not just 
an add-on, or ‘nice to have’.  As it 
has become increasingly difficult 
for store-based businesses to 
compete on factors such as price, 
range, convenience, time-saving 
and transactional efficiency, it is 
imperative to create a new and 
integrated point of competitive 
advantage, one which capitalises 
upon the estimated 100 billion 
neurons in the human brain across 
the consumer’s five key senses. This 
is where multi-sensory marketing 
comes in. 

Increased involvement in 
experiences

Traditionally, branded 
communications have primarily 
been visual, but there are powerful 
reasons for multisensory marketing. 
Generating a multisensory brand 
experience not only increases the 
perceived value of the goods it– it 

In today’s competitive environment, retailers can differentiate 
themselves from their competitors by making use of sensory cues. 
The advantage of the physical store is that it can engage all five 
senses, while the online world can only appeal to the visual and 
auditory senses. The ground-breaking results of the Premium 
Scenting/Walnut Unlimited study shows that scent itself is a highly 
emotive force, and when combined with other senses gains a 
‘multiplier’ effect. 

Appealing to all five senses makes sense
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also increases consumer involvement in retail experiences and a 
more positive association with the brand. Our study found a highly 
significant increase in involvement across all scented experiences – 
38% higher than unscented. 

Sensory balance for optimal impact

The five senses work together and not in isolation.  Engaging all 
senses in balance creates stronger messaging from the brain, 
creating an amplification factor referred to as the multiplier effect.  
For example, our study showed significant differences in involvement 
depending on the sensory balance or sensory overload.  With the 
high sensory stimulation environments scent made less difference, 
whereas scent combined with low sensory stimulation environments 
had a greater impact.  Finding the optimal sensory balance is critical 
to realise the multiplier effect. 
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“If you want to 
build an emotional 
relationship with your 
customer, you have 
to use emotional 
tools.  Premium 
Scenting suits this 
perfectly.”

Media Markt, Barry B van 
Ruiven, Board Member

Sensory timing 

Our study also shows that different 
senses have different roles to 
play according to the timing of an 
experience.  Of all the senses, 
smell has the biggest initial impact 
before the visual role is established, 
providing a sense of orientation in a 
new experience.   

Store designers should consider this 
impact at store entrances or across 
their store zones, creating the right 
first impression. 

The emotional triggers

The strong neurological relationship 
between the olfactory and limbic 
systems ensures that smell is the 
most emotional of all the senses.

The subtle factors experienced 
through the senses deeply affect our 
feelings. They can help consumers 
feel relaxed, stimulated, aroused 
– and can help them perceive 
the elevation of a brand’s market 
position.  

Deploying winning multisensory 
retail experiences

The impact of engaging multiple 
senses in store is often referred to as 
‘shopping arousal’, a powerful trigger 
in the purchase decision process. 

It is also a way to gain a long-
term relationship with each brand. 
The challenge for retailers is 

to understand and apply the 
appropriate strategies that enable 
the sensory balance across the in 
store experience which resonate 
with the target consumer audience.

Lessons from Audio

While it can be a powerful motivator 
to dwell time and purchasing – 
indeed, brand-appropriate music 
increased average in-store dwell 
time by 22 minutes12 - there are age 
and demographic differences and 
inappropriate music has been found 
to drive away up to 27% of customers 
from stores. But when congruent 
with consumer demographics, music 
is powerful: French research has 
revealed that when romantic music 
was played in a florist, customers 
spent more than they did without 
music. 

Curated music is now preferred to 
audio logos, indicating a desire for 
more authentic environments.

Sources: 
12 International Review of Retail, Distribution & 
Consumer Research, 2007
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• Adding scent to a store  
 can increase intent to  
 purchase by 80%13

• 85% of customers like to  
 touch and feel before  
 they buy14 
• 74% of people have  
 been drawn into a store  
 by an inviting smell3

• 73% of people say  
 that smell triggers an  
 instantaneous memory  
 or feeling ranked higher  
 than any other sense  
 about a store15

• 74% of people have  
 acted impulsively due to  
 smell15

• 90% of consumers will  
 speed up their browsing  
 or simply walk out of  
 your business if met with  
 a smell they don’t like15

• Ambient scent increases  
 positive product  
 evaluations by 25%16 
• Scent marketing can  
 lengthen stay in shop by  
 54%17

Sources:
13 Nike Study, 14 The 2015 TimeTrade State of 
Retail Report, 15 The Business Impact of Scent 
Report 2016, Rentokil Initial, 16 Scent Marketing 
Institute, 17 Prof dr Anla Stohr,
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Customer Example: Premium Scenting at 
Pandora

“Following the trend 
to create unique retail 
experiences, Pandora 
decided to introduce 
an ambient scenting 
programme in stores. Our 
objective was to enhance 
the customer shopping 
experience and create an 
unforgettable atmosphere; 
evoking positive memories 
and emotions among our 
customers.  Since then 
we have noted that the 
perception of our brand 
has been enhanced. Our 
customers shared their 
positive opinions about 
the scent itself, as well 

in stores. We have 
created a relaxed and 
comfortable shopping 
experience and believe 
that our scenting 
programme has helped 
us stand out from 
competitors.” 

Agnieszka Pietrzak, for 
Pandora, jewellery retailers 
and customer of Premium 
Scenting
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4. Researching the Ultimate Retail Experience

Our Premium Scenting/Walnut Unlimited study was a ground-
breaking experiment. It set out to uncover the power of scent in 
retail experiences, specifically:

• The impact of multisensory experiences on consumer 
 involvement
• The impact of scent within multisensory experiences
• And if consumer personas impact on the preferences for  
 different types of multisensory experience.

“Engaging all 
the senses in 
balance creates 
stronger message 
structures from 
the brain, creating 
differentiation and 
stronger memories 
of the brand 
experience.”

Dr Andy Myers , Walnut 
Unlimited, 2017

The research mechanics

Led by Dr Andy Myers, a cognitive 
neuroscience expert with Walnut 
Unlimited, a range of six experiences 
using virtual reality (VR), audio and 
scent were created.  A Galvanic Skin 
Response (GSR) device was used on 
a group of 50 candidates to measure 
small changes in skin conductance, 
at a level that people are unable to 
verbally articulate, thereby allowing 
a direct glimpse into the human 
unconscious. 

Before candidates interacted with the 
VR-audio-scent experiences, each 
participant was asked to select one 
of three personae which they felt 
they most closely associated with, 
based on lifestyle and aspiration.  
Each candidate then took all six of 
the multisensory experiences, each 
experience lasting 30 seconds, with 
a one minute interval to allow GSR 
levels to return to a base level.    

Half of the candidates took 
experiences matched with a scent 

and the other half were unscented 
experiences. 

Each candidate then participated 
in a qualitative research interview, 
selecting their preferred experiences 
and explaining their choices.   

Three consumer based personae

For the purposes of the study, we 
created three non-gendered key 
personae that fit with broad retail 
consumer categories.

Urban: The Urban consumer is 
fashionable, bohemian and eclectic, 
creative and a trend-setter, preferring 
more niche brands. 

Mainstream: The Mainstream 
consumer is sporty, traditional and 
secure, interested in popular trends 
and High Street brands.

Classicist: The Classicist consumer 
likes tailored clothes, minimal 
elegance and chic contemporary 
style and brands.

About the research
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Whitehaven beach
Visual: Luxurious calm, white sand and crystal blue ocean
Audio: Very gentle lapping waves 
Scent: Green freshness with watery and marine accents and 

aromatic notes of cedarwood
1

Cave waterfall 
Visual: Green luscious foliage with a waterfall cascading from 
a rock formation
Audio: Very gentle lapping waves 

Scent: Fresh evergreens with a hint of pine
2

Base jumping
Visual: High adrenaline base-jumping from cliff edge
Audio: Gentle breeze and nature sounds of the Swiss Alps 
followed by rushing wind of free-falling at 120mph

Scent: Blend of watery cucumber and fresh mint
6

Northern Lights
Visual: Vibrant green Northern Lights interacting in an 
outdoor nightscape
Audio: Natural crackle of gusting wind  

Scent: Cool hints of aloe with dewy green notes 
3

Underwater diving
Visual: Tranquil underwater scene surrounded by beautiful, 
serene aquatic life
Audio: Gentle classical music  

Scent: Relaxing muguet balanced with hint of eucalyptus
4

Traditional skiing
Visual: Advanced level ski-run surrounded by pine trees in 
mountain setting 
Audio: Natural sounds of skis cutting through snow

Scent: Invigorating white pine and birch
5
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“It felt like I was 
actually doing it 
[the multisensory 
experience] and 
the scent enhanced 
the experience.  I 
was seeing, hearing 
and smelling my 
surroundings.” 

Candidate 24

Overall, the study showed 
four key findings:

The significant impact of scent 
on involvement levels - The study 

showed that scent made 
a 38% difference in 
emotional involvement 
between the scented 
and unscented 

conditions – and a 
statistical significance of 99%.  

The time effect: First impressions 
count - The study found an initial 

impact of scent in the first 
five seconds across 
all experiences, 
consistent with the 
strong neurological 

relationship between the 
olfactory and limbic systems, 

asserting the notion that scent has 
a powerful initial impact before the 
visual role is fully established.  

Interaction effect around sensory 
balance - We found that while scent 
had initial impact across all the 

experiences, there were 
important variables. 
In low stimulation 
experiences, those 
with sensory balance 

– akin to the Beach, 
Cave Waterfall, Northern 

Lights and Underwater experiences 
- the effect of scent on involvement 
deepens as dwell time continues.  

In the very high stimulation 

experiences – namely the Skiing and 
Base-jumping experiences, where 
involvement was already high – we 
saw an early impact of scent but one 
that tailed off, and we did not see a 
continued significant effect between 
scented and unscented conditions. 
This is due to the sensory imbalance 
with the highly active visual sense 
dominating, overwhelming the 
potential impact of the other senses.  
 
Experience preferences are an 
extension of lifestyle - Research 
candidates identified easily with 

a persona group, and 
each group had 
clear preferences 
for particular  
experiences.  They 

identified more strongly 
with these experiences and felt they 
were more enjoyable. 
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beach cave
waterfall

Northern Lights Undersea Skiing Base jumping

visually less extreme experiences

0.38

0.45
0.5

0.37

0.49

0.63

0.2
0.24

0.29
0.24

0.42

0.65

visually extreme experiences

Ultimate Retail Experience, 2017.  Premium Scenting

Headline Results

Significant impact seen in the key findings

1

2

3

4



Expert Opinion

“To the question, ‘Does scent have 
an effect on consumer involvement, 
the answer is unequivocally, ‘Yes 
it does’. We found a 38% increase 
in involvement between scented 
versus unscented environments.  
In addition, this finding was 99% 
significant, meaning this is a very 
credible difference.

We also observed an orientation 
effect with the sense of smell 
– where we saw a significant 
initial impact of scent across all 
experiences within the first five 
seconds.  What’s happening with 
scent is consistent with our studies 
of the limbic system. The olfactory 
system is one of the first sensory 
cues when we approach a new 
environment, and smell impacts 
straightaway. Smell provides us 
with our sense of orientation before 
the visual role is fully established.  
Retailers should think about using 
scented entrances to stores and 
zones within their stores.

We observed the differences by 
setting up a range of VR-audio-scent 
multisensory environments, from 
calm and luxurious to high energy 
to explore the differences across 
experiences. One takeaway was 
that if there’s already a high level of 
involvement – for example, in high-
excitement environments with music 
and busy point-of-sale activity and 
sensory overload – scent seems 
to have less of a long-term effect. 
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But if it’s calmer with more sensory 
balance, it will have a longer effect, 
amplifying the involvement. This 
information has clear implications for 
how retail designers use sensory 
balance across store zones.

We’re witnessing a ‘cross-modal 
integration’, as the senses work 
together, not in isolation.  Engaging 
all the senses in balance creates 
stronger message structures from 
the brain, creating differentiation 
and stronger memories of the brand 
experience.”

Dr Andy Myers , Walnut Unlimited, 
2017

Smell provides us 
with our sense of 
orientation before 
the visual role is fully 
established. 



“This is the 
future!”
Mainstream Persona 

“What an 
amazing 

experience! 

Urban Persona

“It all worked 
together.  

The music was 
relaxing, the 

scene was 
relaxing and 

the smell was 
relaxing.”

Classicist Persona

“It was so 
immersive. 

I was 
transported, it 

had an actual 
effect on me. 

Awesome!” 

Urban Persona

“I did feel like I was there, actually 
skiing. The scent enhanced the 
whole situation.”

Classicist Persona

“I liked that I was part of the story. 
Being multi-sensory, it was more 

realistic and added to the 
experience.”

Mainstream Persona 

“Certain smells 
made me feel 
nostalgic, they 
sparked little 

memories.”

Urban Persona

“Every 
scenario had 
an emotional 
impact. The 

smell made 
me feel more 
involved.” 

Urban Persona
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“Scent is strongly linked to memory. A 
scent is a secret passage to memories and 
emotions. To leverage that power in retail 
confers a clear advantage.” 

Dr Andy Myers, Walnut Unlimited
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5. Towards the Ultimate Retail Experience

Experiential, intelligent and immersive, the store of the future is 
upon us. Think of how Apple stores have become a shopping 
space that also functions like a stage set, with you as the actor. 
Look also at how US homeware retailer PIRCH allows customers 
to test products before purchasing – even to the extent of 
cooking and taking a shower in the store’s spa – and how design 
consultancies like Fitch help transform shopping into experiences, 
devising immersive environments that use storytelling to 
communicate with customers on a personal level.

“It is imperative for 
retailers to build 
stronger emotional 
connections with their 
customers. Going 
forward, adding 
both targeted and 
hyper-personalised 
offerings and 
also nurturing the 
engagement through 
a more refined, 
redesigned retail 
experience will truly 
matter.”18

Jill Standish, senior 
managing director of retail 
at Accenture

Immersive environments

More than ever, forward-thinking 
retailers are seeing the value in 
looking beyond price, service and 
time to create shopping experiences 
that are unique and immersive: 
places where all five senses work 
together to offer multisensory 
experiences that captivate customers 
and create brand loyalty. 

Far from being moribund, the brick-
and-mortar retail store has a bright 
future – provided that it transforms its 
physicality into customer experience 
and leverages customers’ emotions 
via their senses. Heightened 
expectations and well-researched 
customers expect choice, speed, 
service and personal engagement.

Blending multisensory and 
technology 

Technology can help drive the 
new ‘experiential’ shopping, make 
it easier to blend the physical 
and digital brand experiences, 

and offering great experiences 
for customers as well as provide 
data trails of customer behaviour. 
Apple’s Proactive, for example, is 
an augmented reality feature that 
enables users to hold up iPhones 
toward a particular business or 
area, whereby the screen shows a 
virtual view of items and businesses, 
allowing those companies to 
communicate back to the user with 
personalised offers. Digital dressing 
rooms allow virtual ‘trying-on’. 

The store as a destination

The store is becoming akin to a 
visitor attraction, competing for 
leisure time and inspiring more 
of a tourist mentality. To that end, 
location is key, so that the physical 
store – possibly in the form of a 
concept store - becomes a high-
value destination. Retailers have to 
consider themselves ‘experience 
providers’, factoring in technology 
and omnichannel strategies to 
present holistic brand experiences. 
Concept stores, curated superstores 

A bright future for bricks and mortar

Sources:
18 Accenture: Retail Technologies Can Help 
Retailers Meet Consumer Needs, WWD, 2017
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under a brand umbrella, are 
increasingly appealing as a way to 
sell lifestyle products in key flagship 
locations. Increased footfall in 
such ‘theatre-retail’ environments 
means more customers and line-of-
sight products, combined with the 
opportunity to maximise dwell time 
and increase revenue.  

Merge purchase and leisure

Successful retailers will need 
to merge on- and offline retail 
experiences to fulfil both purchasing 
and leisure needs. In one survey by 
PWC a global sample of respondents 
suggested that retailers should 
enhance physical stores and create 
an inviting ambience, while the 
dominance of the flagship retail store 
in high footfall areas chimes with the 
desire for people to congregate in 
places which deliver an experience 
that reflects their values and lifestyle 
choices. 

‘Sensory Signatures’

Brands are positioning themselves 
as total experiences or ‘ways of life’, 
and one way for them to do so is to 
create ‘sensory signatures’, which 
can amplify the effects of individual 
sensory elements to generate 
enhanced involvement. 

But the sensory inputs have to be 
congruent. If different channels 
detect conflicting patterns, they 
lead to customer confusion or 
rejection. So provided congruence is 

“Over 60% of 
consumers state that 
their favourite retailer 
is at least somewhat 
innovative, with in-
store technology, 
store layout and store 
experience being 
key factors.1”

observed, the more senses that are 
engaged, the more gain. Retailers 
aim for greater congruence, whereby 
multisensory inputs guide the brand 
interaction without the need for 
signposts such as signage, custom 
logos and jingles.

The Five Second 
Advantage

As our study shows, the 
sense of smell confer a five 
second advantage, as the 
most immediate sensory 
impact. This will affect the 
way that retail designers 
welcome shoppers in store. 
It will also impact the ways 
that customers are taken to 
different zones. 

Sources: 
1 PwC
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The personalisation 
of the store’s 
sensory atmosphere 
will enable stores 
to deliver highly-
personalised sensory 
experiences or 
customised sensorial 
spaces.

Conclusion

Since Amazon began 23 years ago, physical retailers have 
been on the back foot.  Now the store is returning with a 
revived confidence – and the next revolution in retail will be 
experiential. 

Many digital consumers are frustrated with online shopping 
and the retail store is being re-imagined for them. The 
internet has made shoppers smarter, and retailers must make 
enormous efforts to find out about their customers, and become 
increasingly dynamic and innovative. The new consumers 
regard their shopping preferences as a lifestyle choice and will 
seek out shopping environments that resonate with their own 
style. 

Personalised experiences of the 
future

Sensory marketing expert based 
at the University of Westminster, 
Caroline Ardelet, believes the store 
of the future will be highly personal 
and relevant. 

“People get in the store, it’s huge, 
they don’t know where to go.  
They can give persona details 
on digital screens to reveal their 
current emotional profile and their 
expectations.  The store then 
customises the experience for each 
individual.  So for example, that 
customer can go to the calm zone 
because they are a low arousal 
person, and would like to stay quiet 
and calm.  Others can be directed to 
more exciting, high arousal zones.”

“The personalisation of the store’s 
sensory atmosphere, aligned to 
customer persona and expectation, 

is going to be a big trend, as will 
differentiated atmospheres and 
zones, enabling stores to deliver 
highly-personalised sensory 
experiences or customised sensorial 
spaces.” 

The age of shopper power
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