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Packaged Lives
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We're surrounded, literally. Packaging is so pervasive it seems like
it's taken over our lives. While useful for storing and transporting all
types of products, it also makes up half the world’s garbage. Thank
heavens (and science) that a new generation of “smart” packaging,
which uses fewer contaminants, is on the way.

Practically everything comes in a package. Even our food, from
sodas in unbreakable bottles to eggs nestled in cardboard or foam
cartons and cookies in bright foil wrappers. How many of our
purchasing decisions are dictated by the shape, color and feel of
those packages?
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San Francisco-based market expert Louis Cheskin and his team
have performed a range of studies on consumer perception and
how sensations are transmitted via product packaging. In one
experiment, they replaced 15 percent of the color green with the
color yellow on 7Up bottles. The result? In a taste test, consumers
found the unaltered beverage to have a stronger lemon flavor.
“Don’t change my 7Up, please!” was the gist of their reaction.
There are hundreds of similar examples, with millions of dollars
invested by companies to snag consumers via product packaging.
Think about it: Are canned peaches more alluring in a tin can or a
glass jar?

The American Heritage Dictionary describes a package as
“a container in which something is packed for storage or transpor-
tation.” So, even our cars could be seen as packages in which we
are the objects being transported. Let's take it one step further and
consider that the ultimate package may in fact be our skin. Skin is a
living wrapper, a binding that keeps us together and separates the
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inside of our bodies from the outside world. Our packaging not
only defines us by giving us a unique appearance that lets our
friends and loved ones distinguish us from the other packaged
multitudes, it also is the boundary that lets us separate self from
everything else.

Our skin is not the only form of packaging supplied by nature.
Eggs are the packages in which new chickens grow, cocoons are
the packages that caterpillars spin for themselves as shelters in
which they can turn into butterflies, and shells are the packages
that turtles and snails carry on their backs. They all serve almost the
same functions as industrially produced packaging: protection,
storage and/or transportation (but not marketing). Although a
peacock’s plumage during mating could enter into the category of
advertising, couldn’t it?

One level up from skin are the packages we create for ourselves
through clothing. “We live in a retail-oriented society in which we
are all aspiring to achieve better types of personal packages,” says
Tim Ross, principal in the U.S. brand development and design firm
of Jeans versus Carhart Jeans. It's all about branding or packaging
yourself.” Ross says these choices can serve as a sort of compressed
code for transmitting information ranging from what music we
like to how much money we make. All of this info is contained in
our exterior “packaging,” just like a glass jar of peaches denotes
attributes like “natural,” “homemade” and “healthy” more than
a tin can, even though both may contain the same quality of
peaches inside.

Packaging is impossible to avoid. Many items just don’t come in
an unpackaged form—try asking for unpackaged butter in the
grocery store, for example—and most things we wouldn’t want
without a package: facial cream, perfume, liquid laundry detergent.
Need we continue? Since we have to live with packaging, we might
as well turn a necessity into our advantage, which is just what
packagers are trying to do with containers that are lighter, stronger
and more innovative than ever before.

This past August, the Portuguese packaging company
Logoplaste announced that it had developed a new method of
reducing the amount of raw materials in plastic PET beverage
bottles by around 12%. In addition to lowering production costs,
this innovation is better for the environment. Lots of firms are
trying to figure out ways to reduce the impact of Kendall Ross. “We
go out and buy the things we need to package ourselves. A vintage



concert T-shirt versus an Armani T-shirt says volumes. The same
principle holds for someone who wears Seven packaging on the
planet. David Becker, the president of Philippe Becker Design in San
Francisco, says that people have been concerned about over-
packaging and sustainability issues for years: “As organic food goes
mainstream, that shows people are concerned about the product
within the package. By extension, they are also concerned with
what the packaging does to the environment.” And this is the
challenge that his company tackles: developing new, sustainable
technologies and helping clients understand that additional
packaging costs associated with new technologies are worthwhile
because “packaging is an integral part of what they represent in
the customer’s eyes.” And Becker speaks from experience: his firm
helped the American supermarket chain Safeway to develop its
own proprietary brand of organic foods and drinks, O Organics,
recently praised for its “gorgeously restrained” packaging design by
The Washington Post.

To discover just how important a role packaging plays in this
world, | spoke with Fritz Yambrach, a professor of packaging
sciences at Rochester Institute of Technology in the state of New
York. Yambrach, who specializes in pharmaceutical and medical
device packaging, notes that packaging can have an enormous
impact on health. For example, drug companies continually struggle
with the fact that patients do not comply with the directions
physicians give them on taking their medicine. By failing to take
their medicine or taking it improperly, patients can suffer dire
effects. In response, drug companies try to use packaging to guide
compliance. The classic example of a compliance package is the
one designed for the birth control pill, says Yambrach. Each day has
a pill assigned to it, and it is easy to see whether or not a pill has
been punched out for that day. More recently, packagers are
investigating ways to use technology to track compliance. For
example, a microchip on the container might record how often you
open the packaging to take a pill. When you return to your
physician for a follow-up visit, the doctor could access an electronic
record to confirm that you have been opening your medicine bottle
regularly. “The reason | am involved with packaging is that | believe
you can actually improve quality of life by providing products that
will enable people to live longer and healthier lives,” explains
Yambrach. He asserts that huge quantities of food in large cities are
thrown out because the food has been beaten up in distribution or

gone bad during storage. “This is true throughout the developing
world,” says Yambrach. “We can improve the quality of what is
produced by using good packaging technology,” and it doesn’t even
have to be cutting edge.

Nonetheless, packaging is moving forward at a rapid pace
towards previously unimaginable frontiers. In early August, the
Annual DuPont Packaging Awards for innovations in packaging
technology recognized a beer can called the Labatt Blue Cold One
that uses a patented process to create a thin, high-tech polymer wrap
to keep the beer insulated from the heat transferred by warm hands.
The result—a can that’s more comfortable to hold and beer that stays
colder and fresher longer. Other honored innovations included
creditcard-sized eye shadows from Cargo ColorCards™, holographic
anti-counterfeit lined cartons from The Paper Products Ltd. and
Sherwin-Williams' combination paint container and roller tray.

But if packaging is a science, it is also an art. Thus, Jose Cuervo’s
Reserva de la Familia brand of estate-bottled tequila, aged for an
average of three years, is prized among collectors not just for the
complexity of its flavor, but also for the wooden box emblazoned
with Mexican art in which it comes packaged.

Each year, the Cuervo family commissions a Mexican artist to
design a limited edition box for the Reserva tequila (10,000 boxes at
over US$100 a pop). The artist is given nearly complete control over
the design, which can be representational or abstract and not
necessarily related to tequila. The boxes have become collectibles,
and indeed, in early September, one of the 1996 bottles and its box
painted by Manuel Velazquez could be found for sale on eBay for
US$750.

Most aspects of our lives are pre-packaged for us, but we still
have plenty of packaging choices of our own to make — from how
we will wrap a gift (today, you can even personalize the wrapping
paper with photos or messages) to the clothing in which we package
ourselves. Will we choose to present ourselves swathed in organic
cotton or coated in vinyl? Will we choose to slip inside the package
of an environmentally sensitive hybrid car or a gas-guzzling SUV?
U.S. news commentator Shana Alexander once said, “Letters are
expectation packaged in an envelope.” What will we use to wrap
our expectations in the age of email? @
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