
JAN10

I
ncorporating social media 
and other technologies into 
brand communications 
is a standard part of 
consumer marketing 
today, with such tools 

successfully being used to create 
closer connections with consumers 
and to provide platforms for literate users’ self expression. 
However, one aspect of the phenomenon that hasn’t been 
thoroughly explored and developed is the integration of 
social media into packaging design. But savvy brands are 
waking up to the power and potential, launching innovative 
initiatives that engage consumers like never before.

Take Pepsi. The brand adopted a subtle–yet effective–approach by 
printing its Twitter address onto 1.4 million Pepsi Raw cans given 
out to the public for sampling. The initiative encouraged consumers 
to visit the site to contribute feedback about the beverage. In return 
for their effort, consumers who logged onto the feed could gain 
information on exclusive competitions and downloadable coupons. 
The promotion was successful in that it enabled dialogue to 
continue long beyond the actual consumption of the drink.

In a similar vein, Coca-Cola-owned beverage brand Vitaminwater 
partnered with the online MySpace Music community for the 
launch of its new flavor, Sync. Customers who purchased a bottle 
were able to download a free MP3 of their choice by typing an 
under-the-cap code onto the brand’s MySpace page. The campaign 
ran for two months and was promoted on 24 million co-branded 
bottles, with Vitaminwater supporting the effort with magazine, 
radio and in-store advertising featuring music stars Carrie 
Underwood, Alicia Keys and 50 Cent. 

Vitaminwater also ran a Facebook campaign to elicit consumers’ 
tastes for the launch of Vitaminwater Connect, a black cherry-
lime flavor made with caffeine, launching in March with a label 
that reads “Made by fans, for fans of Facebook.” The campaign, 
which required users to download an application on the brand’s 

With the use of social media 
and other technologies growing, 

packaging is engaging consumers 
more directly and becoming the key 

connection between physical and 
online brand experiences.

> Pepsi Raw (right) 
encouraged 
consumer dialogue 
by putting its 
Twitter address 
on 1.4 million 
sampling cans, while 
Vitaminwater (top 
right) tapped into its 
Facebook fanbase 
to develop its new 
flavor, which reads 
“Made by fans, for 
fans of Facebook”  
on the label.
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Facebook page, began by asking consumers to pick 
their favorite flavors. A series of quizzes and games 
determined which nutrients users needed most, 
and which of these would be included in the new 
flavor. In the final stage of the promotion, Facebook 
users designed a label for the new Vitaminwater using 
the brand’s so-called “flavorcreator” application; more 
than 116,000 unique users participated. And while that’s 
a significantly lower number than the 1 million fans on 
its Facebook page, the online buzz the promotion has 
generated across blogs and design-oriented sites more than 
compensates for the slower uptake.

While Pepsi and Vitaminwater’s initiatives were successful 
in driving traffic and buzz online and in extending the user 
experience, other brands are taking the level of consumer 
engagement a step further. 

Doritos is leading the pack with bold initiatives that deliver 
entertaining, interactive consumer experiences. The brand 
kicked off its love affair with emerging technologies by creating 
a campaign to accompany the launch of a new “mystery flavor” 
bag of chips. Limited-edition bags were printed with a neutral 
black and green graphic – along with instructions that directed 
customers to a flash-based microsite where they could navigate 
a series of puzzles to guess the mystery flavor. Seventy thousand 
entrants took part, and the first three to complete the puzzles 
competed against each other in Las Vegas to win a Doritos-
shaped block of gold worth $100,000.

Building on the success of this effort, Doritos embedded social 
media applications into packaging design for the launch of its Sweet 
Chili flavor in Brazil. Here, the brand merged augmented reality 
(AR) with social networking to create a highly engaging campaign. 
Each packet of Sweet Chili Doritos crisps was printed with an 
augmented reality symbol, which could be activated on the brand’s 
website by positioning the bag in front of a webcam. The site used 
AR technology to identify the code on the bag and, thereafter, to 
display “Doritos Lover” animated monster characters in a way that 
appeared as if they were sitting on the user’s bag. 

To add a level of exclusivity, each participant was allocated their 
own unique character, which could be displayed within their 
personal profile on Orkut, Brazil’s largest social networking 
site. Users could create a birth certificate for their character and 
take pictures with it to be posted on the Doritos site, where the 
character could also interact, hug and even fight with other 
“Lovers” at random. With over 23,000 Doritos Lovers characters 
successfully released within the first week of the campaign’s 

launch, the initiative was 
a triumph. Not only 
because it brought 
the packaging to 
life by giving it a 
quirky personality, 
but also because 
it simultaneously 
propelled the product into social 
networking spheres in a way that strengthened the 
brand proposition and reached widespread audiences.

In fact, Doritos has become a pioneer of innovative packaging 
solutions, as witnessed by the brand’s latest development, which 
truly raises the bar in terms of packaging innovation and value. 
To create buzz around its Doritos Late Night snack—launched 
by PepsiCo’s Frito-Lay division—Doritos released a number 
of specially marked bags that served as “tickets” to access a 
virtual concert of 3D performances by rock bands Big Boi and 
blink-182. After logging on at www.doritoslatenight.com, fans 
pointed the special symbol on the back of Doritos Late Night 
special-edition bags at a webcam to launch virtual performances 
by the bands that appeared to pop directly out of the bag. Fans 
could also personalize each performance by the way they held, 
moved and shook the bag, offering a new experience every time. 

This online offering is the latest evolution of the Doritos brand, 
allowing consumers to curate and control the experience. It also 
demonstrates how packaging—if linked to sophisticated digital 
components—can deliver music and other cultural content and, in 

> Doritos has been an early adopter of technologies 
like augmented reality, using the technology, for 
instance, to launch its Sweet Chili flavor in  
Brazil and connect with consumers.
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this case, act as the glue that holds an entire campaign together. 

Of course, Doritos isn’t the only brand to be harnessing AR 
technology. To celebrate its 25th anniversary, pizza chain Papa John’s 
launched a smart initiative that used AR to release exclusive coupons 
to consumers who participated in the experience. For a period of 
time, the undersides of the brand’s pizza boxes were printed with an 
AR symbol – which, when held up to a webcam while logged onto 
the brand’s microsite, took the participant on a virtual drive along 
a highway. The further users progressed, the more coupons they 
collected, enabling the brand to reward loyal customers and boost 
traffic to its website, which was visited over 200,000 times in the first 
two weeks of the campaign’s launch.

 Such technologies can also add genuine value to the shopper 
experience, as seen in Lego’s AR-enhanced digital point-of-
sale display. Integrated with a camera and augmented reality 
software, the brand’s POS unit combines real-world and 
computer-generated imaging. For instance, when a customer 
holds up one of the RFID-enabled Lego products, such as the 
brand’s hydraulic digger or police station, the unit’s software 
is able to recognize the item inside the box and display it in 
fully assembled form as a 3D animated image. The 3D form 
appears to be situated on top of the box, and allows the toy to be 
viewed from all angles. Currently being tested in select toyshops 
and Lego stores worldwide, the AR display demonstrates how 
intelligent packaging can aid consumer purchasing decisions by 
triggering the imaginations of children and adults alike. 

Another popular way of providing consumers with useful 
information is through the use of QR codes and 2D barcodes 
that direct users to dedicated microsites. In the UK, Marks & 

Spencer recently trialed on-pack DataMatrix (2D) barcodes on 
300mL juice bottles. When scanned with a mobile phone camera, 
shoppers were directed to the retailer’s Food To Go mobile site 
featuring a range of content—including product information 
and a joke of the day—along with a voucher code to claim 
against their next bottle of freshly squeezed juice. 

Similarly, Pepsi Max recently used QR codes on cans and bottles 
in the UK to drive users to a mobile-phone-accessible site, 
offering users the chance to “get new kicks every day” with tips 
from life coach Rusty Champion, along with free games and 
product information.  

In addition to incorporating emerging technologies into 
packaging design, brands can also make use of online forums 
and hosted platforms to mine consumer feedback and creative 
ideas for product and packaging development. For a long time, 
Seattle-based beverage brand Jones Soda earned creative kudos 
by providing consumers with the opportunity to upload their 
own photos to be printed onto soda bottles. 

More recently, the idea was further developed by Amsterdam-based 
beer brand Heineken with its online customization service that 
enables customers to design and order personalized beer bottles. 
Users can take a blank bottle and choose from a selection of 
backgrounds, colors, shapes and text or customize one of 80 existing 
designs. Finished designs can be viewed in 3D and saved to the user’s 
profile or emailed to friends, while exceptional creations may be 
selected by Heineken for display in the online gallery (found on the 
website www.jouwheineken.nl). Once ordered, the design is printed 
onto foil labels and applied to the bottles, which are produced in 
packs of six for $22.30 (15.95 Euro). The packs can be collected 

> Heineken’s online 
customization service 
lets consumers create 
their own bottle 
designs, which can 
be viewed in 3D and 
sent to friends—or 
even printed and 
mailed as a 6-pack.
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from the Heineken the City concept store in 
Amsterdam or delivered to any address within 
the Netherlands. 

Further outstanding innovation in packaging and product 
development is shown by beer brand Fosters, which garnered 
feedback for a new beer variety from 1,000 “creative” drinkers. 
The beer was launched in plain, unbranded bottles at music, 
art and fashion events where guests could use postcards to note 
feedback about the taste, choose a name and propose ideas 
for the bottle design. Chilled bottles were couriered to creative 
thought leaders, who could also submit their views by postcard 
or on the Fosters website. 

The name Nelson—inspired by the New Zealand region 
from which ingredients were sourced—was a popular choice 
with tasters, who also suggested that the label should change 
periodically to feature graphics by different artists and designers. 
The beer is now available in select bars across Melbourne and 
Sydney and is a good example of how “crowdsourcing” creative 
content (through online and physical portals) can create a strong, 
sticky brand proposition. The ongoing modification of the 
bottle’s graphic will appeal to collectors and keep fans engaged.

Similarly, provoking ongoing conversation with consumers is 
the focus of the new packaging-focused campaign from South 
African restaurant chain Nando’s. Provocative questions 
like “What do you see in the clouds?” and “What do you get 
up to when no one is looking?” have been printed onto the 
packaging sleeves and wrappings, to  

inspire conversation 
every time Nando’s 
fare is enjoyed. 
As an extension 
of the process, the 
dialogue is continued 
with the development of 
a website platform that consumers are encouraged 
to visit. The eatery’s Yourchirp.com site enables consumers 
to chirp their answers to life’s big questions or to post 
questions of their own, rendering it possible for the brand 
to continuously connect with their customers, and for 
consumers to connect with the brand.

The limited-edition kit by snack brand Kettle Chips was another 
forward-thinking way of engaging expressive consumers within 
online and offline platforms. The kit encouraged consumers 
to experiment with new chip flavorings and comprised four 
1oz bags of unseasoned chips and seven sachets of all-natural 
seasoning blends, including caramelized onion and roasted 
tomato. Users could combine the blends—along with other 
ingredients in their kitchens at home—to create new flavors that 
could be submitted to the brand’s microsite for a public vote. 
The winner received a year’s supply of Kettle Chips, and their 
flavor—called Fully Loaded Baked Potato—was used to develop 
a new People’s Choice chip variety, which will be sold in stores 

this year. The kits were available to order online 
and through select US retailers. 

Food and drink brands may seem to be those 
most ambitiously incorporating digital media into 
packaging design. But other brands are starting 
to catch on. HUGO fragrances—part of fashion 
brand Hugo Boss—held a global design contest, 
called HUGO Create, that enabled design-
enthusiasts to showcase their artistic expressions 
via a dedicated microsite. Participants could 
submit their entry to the online platform  
www.hugocreate.com, which encouraged the 
public to vote for the winning designs. HUGO 
Create MySpace and Facebook pages helped to 
extend the reach of the campaign.

Tissue brand Kleenex has also recently used an 
online initiative to source graphic illustrations 

>
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Hugo Boss used its MySpace 
and Facebook pages to invite 
consumers to take part in its 
HUGO Create design contest.

Kettle Chips packaged a kit that let consumers mix 
seasonings to create flavors that could be submitted 
to a branded microsite for a public vote. The winning 
flavor is being sold in stores this year.



for a limited-edition run of tissue boxes. To celebrate Hispanic 
culture, the brand held a contest inviting the public to submit 
artwork inspired by Hispanic heritage for its facial tissue 
boxes. Entrants could submit artwork using a variety of 
media—including painting, weaving, metal craft, digital art and 
sculpture—along with 250 words on the inspiration behind 
their project. The brand narrowed 620 entries down to 12 pieces, 
which were posted online (www.conkleenexexpresatuhispanidad.
com) for public vote. Three winners each received $5,000 
and their designs were featured in stores across the US during 
Hispanic Heritage Month in September. 

With all these examples, it is clear that technology-integrated 
packaging has the potential to fluidly link the physical, digital 
and virtual worlds of consumer brands. By fusing packaging 
design with social media and emerging technologies, the 
medium can be made ever more compelling, to capture new 
audiences, and if well-executed, to be the glue that seamlessly 
holds an entire campaign together. 

Leading brands need to consider how far their packaging 
solutions can be pushed, as rapid digital developments mean 
that highly imaginative, boundary-smashing solutions are 
well within reach.  BP
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> Kleenex celebrated Hispanic 
culture by hosting a contest 
inviting users to submit 
artwork to appear on its 
boxes. Finalists were posted 
online for a public vote.
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