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Abstract: Strategic and tactical factors come into play in shop competitiveness where, in addition to
the products sold, other marketing mix variables must also be considered. There are also subjective
factors, such as perceptions through the senses. This became even more important when, as a
result of the COVID-19 crisis and the forced closure of certain establishments with physical sales,
it was necessary to increase profitability and efficiency. The aim of this study was to determine the
exact role of sensory marketing in shop efficiency and profitability, based on the guiding principles
of technology, innovation, and respect for the environment. We conducted an exploratory and
experimental study consisting of the creation of a sensory strategy through the adaptation of the
Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk model on a specific establishment in the current era of Industry
4.0. The results indicate an increase in sales as well as customer satisfaction and happiness after
implementing the relevant strategies. The conclusions show that this model is valid and reliable for
physical retail establishments, and that these business strategies can significantly contribute to the
optimisation of energy resources.

Keywords: Industry 4.0; sensory marketing; COVID-19; retail; merchandising

1. Introduction

Industry 4.0 has brought with it a series of competitive advantages for companies in
the digital society, especially in terms of the optimisation and flexibility of manufacturing,
supply and business processes [1,2]. Among these advantages, it is worth pointing out
two aspects: first, that one of the great challenges faced by large companies that intend to
implement an Industry 4.0 management model is the establishment of a robust level of
energy efficiency in the daily development of their manufacturing activities [3]; second, that
the robotization and automation of production processes not only exponentially improves
organisational efficiency, but also reduces labour inputs and downtime [4]. In this regard,
it is worth noting that several academic studies on Industry 4.0 empirically show that
new technological changes pose significant threats to job quality and people’s subjective
happiness, unlike innovations in the past [5–7]. This is particularly relevant at the present
time in the wake of the current COVID-19 pandemic—an unexpected scenario that will
undoubtedly bring about major changes in the configuration of supply chains, and in the
design of strategic management models in small and large companies [8,9].

In this context, it should also be added that consumption patterns are rapidly changing
in today’s digital society [10]. Given this reality, it is not surprising that companies in the
Industry 4.0 era, especially retail companies, are in a permanent cycle of the technological
innovation of their products or services. Thus, these entities will have less economic
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and financial risk of being absorbed by their competitors, including large multinational
companies [11].

A basic premise for achieving this goal is the implementation of a set of commercial
strategies based on the 7 variables of the retail marketing mix (hereafter referred to as the
7Ps) [12,13]. One of the most widely used marketing techniques is currently merchandising,
whereby company managers aim to directly influence the behaviour of their potential
customers [14]. Recognising this, it should be noted that we live in a market saturated with
information, advertising and commercial offers, which makes merchandising less effective
when attracting a significant volume of new customers [15,16].

Previous research has shown that the low efficiency of this particular marketing and
advertising technique is caused by the fact that the business competitiveness of estab-
lishments involves other elements of a strategic, operational and tactical nature that are
different from those of the products offered in today’s digital society [17–19]. As a result of
this heuristic knowledge, Krampe [20,21], among others, shows that sensory marketing
can play a very important role in capturing the attention of customers. This is because a
significant proportion of the purchases made by humans are made irrationally and driven
by the senses and the positive emotions generated by the products or services [20,21].

2. Literature Review

According to Lindstrom [22,23], sensory marketing emerges as an attractive commer-
cial tool that aims, through the senses, to generate a set of positive sensations and emotions
in consumers that holistically stimulate not only the purchase of products or services, but
also loyalty towards the brand [24]. In order to measure the responses of our brain to
these stimuli of subjective wellbeing towards the brand, large multinationals began to use
neuromarketing at the beginning of the 21st century to detect customers’ consumption
motives from a cognitive point of view [25].

With this new technology, the senses of hearing, taste, touch, and smell become
particularly relevant for the implementation of new advertising campaigns in the era of
Industry 4.0, especially in the audiovisual sector [26–29]. In this regard, numerous studies
have found a strong link between physiological responses and human perceptions of the
reality of things when it comes to carrying out the act of purchasing [30]. This discovery,
and many others, has sparked a rich academic debate in the disciplines of economics,
marketing and communication about the social benefits and competitive advantages that
neuromarketing can offer for building innovative, sustainable and high-tech ecosystems.
As a result, the concepts of customer experience management proposed by Schmitt [31]
and Gobé’s emotional branding [32] have emerged. In line with this research, Hulten,
Broweus and Van Dijk [33] point out that sensory marketing is a very captivating marketing
technique for companies to undertake commercial management models that revolve around
the idea that their products should be sources of positive emotions for their customers
and, therefore, of individual happiness. It is therefore not surprising that there has been a
proliferating literature in recent decades on the empirical study of consumers’ reactions
after visualising products [27], the analysis of the emotional neuromarketing-branding
construct [34] and the application of sensory marketing in the context of Industry 4.0 [35].

On the other hand, other authors have academically explored the theoretical frame-
work of social marketing from the trinomial of consumption, economic profitability and
organisational efficiency [36–38]. Technological advances and the automation of productive
processes have direct effects on the quality of employment, climate change, social inequal-
ities etc. [39–41]. In this line, it is worth drawing attention to the fact that in mid-2011
the German government promoted the “Industry 4.0” strategic plan to boost its economy
through the massive use of artificial intelligence, industrial robots and digital technol-
ogy [42–45]. This meant the implementation of business strategies underpinned by the
guiding principles of sustainability, environmental protection and consumer persuasion
through sensory marketing [46].
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Sensory merchandising has contributed significantly to the latter. The use of this
marketing tool by retail companies encourages customers to spend more time inside
their shops. This is highly important because it increases the likelihood of purchase and
thus future sales figures in a landscape characterised by online sales [18,47–50]. Sensory
merchandising also invigorates the creation of an atmosphere of pleasure and happiness for
customers during their physical stay in shops. In this regard, it is worth noting that people
who associate product consumption with hedonistic happiness or subjective wellbeing have
high levels of brand loyalty. This phenomenon cannot be achieved through e-commerce, the
activity of which has intensified exponentially with the unexpected inclusion of COVID-19
in our lives [5,51].

In light of what has been argued in the last lines of the previous paragraph, and as a
corollary to this epigraph, it is the right time to draw attention to the fact that the health
crisis caused by COVID-19 has led to the physical closure of many shops in the globalised
world. This decision has led to the economic bankruptcy of many retail companies that
were exclusively carrying out their sales within their own premises. In this regard, it is
worth noting that many of the retail corporations that have survived this health tsunami
have basically achieved so due to two factors. The first is that many retail organisations
make a managerial decision to engage in emotional marketing in order to improve their
bottom line in the era of Industry 4.0 [7,52,53]. The second is that a significant number of
these organisations have invested heavily to adapt quickly to e-commerce [54]. This is a
business strategy that can contribute significantly to the optimisation of energy resources
and the robotization of production processes [18,19,55]. Both factors can be made more
viable with the help of sensory marketing, if they go hand in hand with the creation of
establishments with happiness management certificates.

3. Research Objectives

Sensory marketing is of great importance in people’s purchasing decisions and in
attracting consumers to points of sale [38]. On this basis, we set out to explore the empirical
influence of sensory marketing on the implementation of positive experiences in physical
points of sale, especially in the wake of the debacle of shop closures in Spain due to the
COVID-19 crisis. From a management perspective, this information allows us to design a
strategic marketing plan that helps to improve the corporate image of organisations in the
Industry 4.0 timeframe and minimise resources, thereby optimising their management and
making them healthier and more sustainable [56].

In this sense, once this exploration has been carried out, our main objective is to
demonstrate that sensory marketing strategies have their raison d’être in arousing posi-
tive emotions and sensory stimulation in consumers, thereby generating more efficient
purchases [57].

The third objective is to adapt Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk’s Sensory Marketing
Model [33] to a current case, showing how technology, innovation and respect for the envi-
ronment must become the driving forces behind the economic viability of the model [58].

Based on the Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk Sensory Marketing Model [33], this re-
search aims to measure and analyse the following ratios in Aristocrazy shops: average time
spent in the establishment, customer satisfaction and sales volume. Once this information
has been obtained, it will be possible to explore the influence of the sensory marketing
tactics undertaken by the entity under study to invigorate sales in its physical shops. This
requires facilities with renewable energy systems and environmental quality [59].

4. Methodology

In this sector, one of the basic aims of sensory merchandising is to create an atmosphere
inside the shops that holistically stimulates customers’ desire to buy [60]. So, based on
the model of Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk [33], we decided to empirically analyse the
effectiveness of the sensory marketing techniques used by the company Aristocrazy in the
establishments they have in the cities of Seville and Barcelona. The choice of these two
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points of sale was justified for three reasons. The first is that their spatial dimensions are
very similar. Secondly, they have the same number of employees (i.e., four people—all
women). Lastly, their target public is female, upper-middle class and with an age ranging
from 12 to 45 years old.

In order to understand the perceptions and emotions of the customers provoked by
the sensory stimuli provided by the shops in our study [61,62], a documentary, exploratory,
quasi-experimental and causal-quantitative analysis was carried out. In conjunction with
the above, an examination of the potential customers who visit the Aristocrazy shops
selected for this research was made based on two methodological criteria. Firstly, that the
customers chosen for this study come from a similar socio-economic stratum. Secondly,
that the analysis was carried out not only on the same days of the week, but also in the
same time frame.

Once the sample population was chosen, the next step was to choose the parameters
to be examined in order to empirically verify the fulfilment of the set objectives. To this
end, the ratios of Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk’s model [33] were chosen. These indicators
are the following: average time spent in the shop, customer satisfaction and sales volume.
In order to measure the time spent in the store, a system for recording the time of entry
and time of exit was used. The cameras located at the entrance of the Aristocrazy shops
contributed greatly to this task. The customer satisfaction variable was measured using
a questionnaire adapted from Kelley and Davis, whose questions are based on a Likert
scale from 0 to 7 points [63]. Likewise, the sales volume was assessed by the economic
cash control system, which offers a wealth of information to evaluate how the sensory
marketing actions implemented by Aristocrazy for this scientific experiment influence its
sales volume in the short term.

In accordance with these indicators and the theoretical framework of this research,
the data collection was carried out during the month of September 2020, specifically on
Mondays 7 and 14 September (12:00–14:00), Tuesdays 8 and 15 September (12:00–14:00)
and Wednesdays 9 and 16 September (18:00–20:00). In this line, it should be noted that we
reached an agreement with the management of these Aristocrazy shops so that during the
selected days of September 2020 they would not carry out any promotional campaigns,
discounts or any other techniques associated with the price ratio.

The survey respondents reporting on their satisfaction with the shopping experience in
the experiment comprised 18 people: 9 in Seville and 9 in Barcelona. Although the sample
may appear to be small, it should be taken into consideration that this is an experimental
design and builds on previous and recent research such as that carried out by Fahrur and
Marlina [64] or Rodas-Areiza and Montoya-Restrepo [65].

A summary of their characteristics is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample composition.

Age Gender Ec-Soc. Class Age Gender Ec-Soc. Class Age Gender Ec-Soc. Class

Barcelona 16 F Medium 24 F M-H 19 F Medium

Barcelona 30 F M-H 37 M Medium 33 F M-H

Barcelona 42 F M-H 40 M M-H 44 F M-H

Seville 14 F Medium 21 F Medium 17 F Medium

Seville 25 F M-H 29 M M-H 32 M Medium

Seville 37 F H 40 F M-H 41 F M-H

* Ec-Soc. Class: Social and economic class. *M: Male; F: Female. *M-H: Medium-High
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5. Results

This section presents the most relevant results of this research. The sensory market-
ing campaign that was developed during the examined week was based on the sensory
experience—the search for the connection of emotions in consumers, leaving aside the
logical attributes of the products as sales arguments. In this way, functional attributes
are set aside, and an attempt to transform the product into an experience that places the
human brain at the centre of the action is made, registering the brand in terms of mental
conceptions.

The sensory aspects covered were as follows:

• Smell: A distinctive air freshener was applied. In order to define the fragrance, an in-
depth interview was conducted with the head of Sandir Olfatory Branding, a company
dedicated to the creation of corporate fragrances. In the context of Aristocrazy, it was
possible to activate or calm the atmosphere; it was decided, in accordance with the
specialist, to calm it in order to make customers stay longer in the establishment.

• Sight: This sense was explored in two ways. First, the shop window. Given that
visual marketing begins on the outside of an establishment, it was decided to design
a window display that would arouse curiosity. To this end, and as both corners are
establishments within a multi-brand surface, the use of this space was contracted with
El Corte Inglés, for which the window dressing company Neuttro was hired. The
second modifier of sight was product rotation. In order to achieve an atmosphere of
constant renewal in the establishment that would motivate the customer to visit the
shop more frequently, the mobility policy was determined as a maximum of 2 days.
That is, the same product could not be in the same place for more than two days.

• Listening: A playlist was created according to the musical tastes of the target. This
choice was based on a study on cultural consumption habits (we focused on music)
carried out in 2020 by the Fundación Autor-SGAE [66]. The music followed the
following parameters: the songs were those that the report found to have the highest
audience and requests on the radio and the most purchased and downloaded on
Spotify and iTunes; the volume of the music should not be excessive (no more than
50 decibels); finally, the rhythm of the songs varied according to the traffic of people
in the establishment, with more intense and rhythmic songs being played at times of
high traffic and other slower songs during quieter periods in the commercial space.

• Touch: To ensure that potential buyers could touch the products likely to be sold,
the display shelves and furniture were lowered to a height above the shoulders of
a person of average height (1.68 m), leaving only those products where the sense
of sight was intended (i.e., products to be seen) and all others in a position where
touching the product would be easy and accessible. In addition, a display with
accessory products was installed next to the checkout counter so that people could
touch complementary products while paying for other products (and thus stimulate
impulse and low-involvement sales).

• Taste: No taste-based sensory marketing measures were carried out due to the nature
of the products being sold.

Having explained in detail the sensory marketing action carried out, the next question
to develop is regarding the monetary results of this campaign. The results show its
economic success, both in the Seville establishment and in Barcelona. This can be seen in
Table 2 and Figures 1 and 2.
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Table 2. Comparative data for the two Spanish cities before and after the experiment.

Date Sales Time Spent Customer
Satisfaction Sales Time Spent Customer

Satisfaction

Seville Barcelona
Monday

7 September 2020
10:00–12:00

EUR 400.10 min 5/7 EUR 796.07 17 min 5/7

Tuesday
8 September 2020

12:00–14:00

EUR 328.15 9 min 5/7 EUR 692.45 14 min 5/7

P
R

EV
IO

U
S

IN
FO

R
M

A
TI

O
N

Wednesday
9 September 2020

18:00–20:00

EUR 481.90 10 min 6/7 EUR 865.32 13 min 4/7

Monday
14 September 2020

10:00–12:00

EUR 627.50 16 min 7/7 EUR 956.23 21 min 6/7

Tuesday
15 September 2020

12:00–14:00

EUR 490.05 11 min 7/7 EUR 848.05 24 min 7/7

EX
PE

R
IM

EN
T

Wednesday
16 September 2020

18:00–20:00

EUR 546.80 14 min 6/7 EUR 1135.65 19 min 7/7
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6. Discussion

Since this research is based on a practical case of the execution of an experiment
using a model that has previously given results, and given that in the light of the data
obtained, all these practices were shown to be economically profitable initiatives, it would
be interesting to continue carrying them out in other types of commercial establishments
or even in shopping centres, since in the near future (i.e., after COVID-19) all spaces will be
very important, and there is special interest in those establishments that offer open spaces
or spaces designed more for the experience and enjoyment rather than for the business
itself. Similarly, in order to attract customers, it would be interesting to look for responsible
energy facilities, with energy infrastructures with renewable and green energies that favour
the seduction of customers towards their surroundings.

Although from an academic perspective all empirical results are expected to be eco-
nomically and statistically significant, this article presents the economic benefit through the
evaluated sensory marketing campaign because it is an experimental project that aims to lay
the foundations for a subsequent larger experiment with an optimal sample size calculated
from the determination of the standard error defined by the triangulated methodology
consisting of experiment–interview–survey. This will take place, as indicated, in a second
phase.

7. Conclusions

Several conclusions can be drawn from the data above. Firstly, it has been clearly
stated that the evening public tends to spend more than the public that comes to shop in
the morning, and also tend to stay longer and to value changes better. Based on this, it
was possible to observe how the three items measured (sales, time spent and satisfaction)
increased after the application of the sensory marketing strategy, both in a city in the north
of Spain (Barcelona) and in a city in the south (Seville).

The increase in sales in both establishments was as follows: in the city of Seville, a
total of EUR 454.20 was obtained, and in Barcelona, a total of EUR 586.09. If we take the
experimental investment as a reference point (EUR 810 for each of the establishments), it
can be seen that it represents approximately slightly less than a third of the investment
made if we consider that the experiment was carried out in three daily periods of two
hours each, which can be extrapolated to the rest of the time slots.

After the exploitation of the sensory elements, the image of the shop improved consid-
erably, growing in attractiveness; therefore, it is necessary to highlight that the increase in
sales and satisfaction could mean a highly probable increase in the volume of frequent cus-
tomers thanks to the changes made in the store. This, in the final analysis, is an indication
that customers like the shop and what it is offering in many aspects.

For all these reasons, and in general terms, we can conclude that, based on the set goals
of this research, the application of sensory marketing to Aristocrazy was successful in the
three items set out in the research, especially bearing in mind that, in terms of profitability
(which is what usually really matters to the managers of commercial establishments), the
objective was more than achieved since, as we pointed out earlier, almost a third of the
investment was recovered in just three two-hour slots on three different days. It would be
unwise to state with certainty that the investment would be inexorably recouped within
seven days, but it is highly likely that the economic cost of the changes can be regained
within the same month, so that in all aspects we consider the Hulten, Broweus and Van
Dijk model to be valid and reliable for a small retail outlet.

It has also been concluded that the Hulten, Broweus and Van Dijk model is not only
valid and reliable for a commercial establishment such as the one studied at this time of
pandemic recession (COVID-19), but that this finding agrees with the literature written in
recent years showing that this type of commercial strategy can significantly contribute to
the optimisation of energy resources [18,19,55]. Similar recent studies in other geographical
areas and with different products have proved this to be true [65,67–69]. Thus, the validity
and reliability of the experiment can also be verified in periods of economic, social and
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health crisis. Moreover, it should be noted that there is a (direct and indirect) relationship
between energy resources and the sensory marketing campaign. In this sense, we provided
some specific data; for example, through this campaign a series of fundamental energy
resources can be saved. This might include electricity, as with the results obtained, the
establishment proposed a reduction in the opening hours to the public. Specifically: to
close the point of sale to the public for 2 h less per day, from 18.30 to 20.30 h. It should
be clarified here that in Spain, in winter, dusk begins at 18.15 h, so if sales are generated
during daylight hours, electricity consumption (interior and exterior lighting) will be lower,
in addition to the reduction in electricity consumption resulting from the use of 2 h less
with the necessary electrical technology made available for physical sales.

Likewise, it is necessary to comment that as part of the limitations of the study,
sustained by the restrictions of the sample size (a local case study, but with sufficient basis
to represent a research approach), and by the impossibility of contemplating other variables
that also directly affect trade such us geographical, temporal, local, demographic etc.),
it would be interesting to expand the sample as other studies have done [70], perhaps
emphasising the senses that have yielded the best results in other experiments [71,72] or
even covering the rest of the sensations as well as emotions [73] to determine whether the
model, which has been extensively validated, is still valid in other types of environments.
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