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Refreshing Your Label
Increasing a successful brand’s perceived value through 
evolutionary packaging modifications

Tony Auston
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hard decision when you have a decent product and your sales have been flat 

or on the decline. In these cases, it might be worth taking a risk and losing 

a percentage of your current consumer base to potentially attract a higher 

percentage of new consumers. A redesign can make a sizable difference in 

brand perception and appeal to a much larger audience.

But what can you do to keep the image and packaging of an established, 

highly successful brand from becoming stale or out-of-date? It is the rare 

exception when the packaging of an established brand wouldn’t benefit 

periodically from some amount of a refresh.

Granted, some well-known and iconic brands have been very successful 

without making any major packaging changes for many vintages and, in rare 

cases, for the life of the brand. Decision makers for these brands are hard-

pressed to find a reason to alter their package and rightly so. While this is 

fairly sound thinking, it doesn’t mean that their packaging and brand image 

couldn’t benefit from some subtle form of modification.

Evolutionary Versus Revolutionary 
Changes
Making a packaging change to an already successful brand is an important 

decision. For established and successful brands, knowing when the time 

is right for a packaging refresh, whether evolutionary or revolutionary, 

is a question that is often wrought with much angst. An “evolutionary” 

design change refers to making subtle modifications to a package, while 

maintaining the core visual equities of the brand, whereas a “revolutionary” 

design change implies a complete redesign or rebranding. However, with a 

successful brand, a revolutionary change could be counterproductive and 

risk sacrificing the equities that helped drive the brand’s success. A growing 

brand with a track record of success cannot risk losing sales due to an ill-

advised packaging change. A clear objective and careful consideration are 

needed before making any decision regarding modification to the packaging 

of a successful brand.

Aside from the obvious shelf recognition issues, making too much of a 

change risks sending a signal that something else may have changed with the 

product, thus eroding consumer connection to the brand. Brand loyalists 

often associate the brand with the experiences they’ve had while enjoying the 

product—and the package is the face of their brand. Too much of a change 

can deter once-loyal consumers and sales may suffer.

A good example of an ill-advised packaging decision came with the 

redesign of the Smoking Loon brand. Roughly 10 years ago, it was one of the 

top-selling brands with huge upward momentum—a brand that competi-

tors held as a benchmark. However, after years of success, a dramatic change 

was made to the label, and sales plummeted. While Smoking Loon was once a 

top-performing brand, it became just one more brand competing for market 

share in a highly competitive environment. This all came about because of a 

change to a label. 

Fortunately, there are many cases where it was a good idea to “freshen-up” 

a label that was already enjoying great success. In most cases, these labels 

have undergone evolutionary changes that, by the standards of the day, give 

the subtle (if not subliminal) appearance of being more premium, current 

and appealing. These changes were subtle enough that the average consumer 

did not necessarily notice and, if they did notice, didn’t feel the changes 

negatively affected their perception of the brand. 

Case Studies
Over the years, my company has been challenged with the task of subtly 

refreshing a number of already successful brands. Through thoughtful 

design adjustments, we work to leverage existing core equities to reinforce 

and accentuate the current perception of the brand, the perceived value. 

This is achieved by enhancing the visual qualities that helped the brand 

become successful in the first place—enabling the brand to remain 

successful. Enhancing visual quality can be achieved through subtle graphic 

techniques: the change of a typeface from san serif to serif, a brandmark 

from black to grey, upgrading the quality and style of glass and capsule, or 

using a more premium paper stock. In other cases it may take more. It might 

require a rework of all the existing design elements, instead of a complete 

redesign, therefore improving upon what is already there by increasing the 

visual quality and sophistication of those individual components. 

Tony Auston is the brand architect and creative director of Auston Design 
Group. His experience in wine branding spans more than 25 years and 
encompasses a wide range of successful, award-winning package designs for 
national and international brands. Auston is involved in every aspect of the 
creative process at Auston Design Group, from initial consultation and strategic 
development, through final design.
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When Delicato Family Vineyards (DFV) approached me to revamp my 

original Gnarly Head package design, I was concerned about making any 

changes to a brand that had, at the time, the No. 1 selling Zinfandel in the 

world. DFV brand management assured me that they had the same concerns 

and wanted us to take care in making sure the redesign was a subtle, evolu-

tionary upgrade to the existing package. With that in mind, we got to work. 

Many rounds of studies and refinements culminated in a package with 

new glass, a capsule upgrade, brightened colors, a revised illustration and a 

modified layout. We also created a separate, more appropriate color palate 

for white wines. The result was a package that stood out better on the shelf, 

attracted new customers and, most importantly, didn’t turn away the loyal 

Gnarly Head fan by straying too far from the original design. 

THE BEST OF AMERICAN OAK
www.finenorthernoak.com  •  707-307-6222  •  info@finenorthernoak.com
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A freshen-up can increase perceived value with existing consumers, often 

without them ever really noticing there was a change. This became apparent 

when our newly redesigned Sierra Nevada Pale Ale package was taken 

into consumer testing prior to its re-launch in 2010. The brand enjoyed a 

cult status for decades and had not had a packaging change for 28 years. 

The potential of upsetting and losing that status with its fervently faithful 

followers could not be risked. To those consumers, a major redesign could 

imply that something had changed, like selling-out to a large multi-brand 

corporation. The refresh was carefully executed with the goal of main-

taining the existing core elements of the brand, but with each element being 

re-rendered and receiving a fresh palette of colors. After presenting the 

new design to loyal Sierra Nevada Pale Ale consumers in focus groups, less 

than 10 percent of testing participants noticed there had been any change 

to the package. The evolutionary design upgrade maintained the brand’s 

somewhat funky appeal but with the fresh look of a much more established 

and sophisticated brand. 
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A freshen-up can subliminally send a message that solidifies brand loyalty, but 

more importantly, the subtle change can reinforce or increase the perceived 

value of the brand and entice an initial purchase by new consumers.

With an iconic Napa Valley brand like Groth, it was important to maintain 

the general look and feel of the original label. Keeping the informational 

hierarchy roughly the same, we added an embossed linen texture, modified 

the illustration and added a debossed panel to simulate a real steel-plate 

engraving. The type was reworked to reflect a more premium image, along 

with the addition of a blind embossed seal as an endorsement of quality and 

authenticity. The result was a more sophisticated and premium package, 

which, in the eye of most consumers, had not changed.
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Meiomi’s core brand equities, like the die-cut corners, glass selection and 

brand marks, were all maintained. The brand story was introduced to an 

enlarged front label in an elegant script, allowing the consumer a chance 

to read it without having to turn the bottle around to read the back label. 

The addition of a detailed gold foil border and linen paper stock also helped 

enhance quality cues and present a more engaging package without compro-

mising brand recognition. These enhancements resulted in a high-volume 

brand with a steady upward growth trajectory.

Select from our premium bottles or custom design the ideal bottle, pewter label 

or other packaging solution to promote and sell your flagship wines.

Let your wines speak  
directly to their target  
markets through 
premier packaging.

East Coast 

usa@estal.info 

305 443-7451

West Coast 

info@globalpackage.net 

707 224-5670

A Package  
Speaks a  
Thousand  
Words
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The T-Vine evolution is a great example of what can be done by maintaining 

the exact layout and color palette of a label design. The increased perceived 

value is achieved through a more sensitive use of typography, improved 

illustration, change to uncoated paper and gold foil stamp with a hand-

sculpted, multi-level emboss die.

8 Day turnaround time

Complimentary press proofs

Unlimited Capabilities | Variable data

Custom die-cutting

715 S. Guild Avenue • Lodi, CA 95240 • 209-370-1616

info@watermarklabels.com • www.watermarklabels.com
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Bogle Vineyards’ Old Vine Zinfandel brand was transformed from a rugged, 

bold brand image to a more premium, luxury wine product that maintained 

visual ties to the original, yet still fit into the less-than-traditional Zinfandel 

marketing profile and competitive set.
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Our original design for the Dry Creek Vineyard core tier package was 

functioning well in the market as a more traditional design. However, with 

the goal of attracting a younger demographic, we were challenged to explore 

ways to modify the label to make it less conservative while maintaining 

current followers of the brand. The end result was a label that retained the 

general look and feel of the original but was perceived as a more serious 

brand to the consumer. Technical winemaking and growing data was added 

to the front label in a modern take on the look of a lab label, which achieved 

the desired result of gaining new consumers and presenting something new 

to the trade. 

Conclusion
So, why make the change if no one will notice? There are a variety of potential 

reasons: increasing sales by attracting new consumers, standing out among 

the competitive set with improved shelf presence, increasing perceived value 

to new and current consumers, or justifying a price increase. Regardless of 

reasoning, careful thought and consideration are needed when making a 

packaging change to a successful brand. With these guidelines, established 

brands can continue evolving their packaging while not losing the core 

equities that helped make them successful and define their brand. WBM

��������	
�
��������������
�������	
�������
�������������������
�
�������������
��������������
� !�" �#���
�	�$

%%%� �#���
�	�$

&�#���'��(� 	
��� 	
�����
&�#���'�)*���� 	
�����

��������	
���������������


	page1
	2
	3
	4
	5

