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BACKGROUND

Consumers increasingly seek products that support environmental responsibility,
yet a persistent perceptual barrier remains: the assumption that “sustainable = less
effective”. Emerging sustainability narratives are beginning to dismantle this barrier
by reframing the relationship between science and nature.

Our starting hypothesis was that the harmony between science and nature in China
would provide rich insights into the philosophical framing and sensory formulation
of skincare products. Our aim was to analyse how the conceptual metaphors for
skincare from China and Europe intersect in a productive way. This overlap
represents branding metaphors and product formulation directions that foster a
confluence of nature and science to facilitate sustainable behaviours.

RESULTS

Chinese skincare reveals an alternative sustainability paradigm: one where nature
and science work together to create potency rather than compromise. By combining
cultural narratives with sensory proof, brands can help European consumers
reimagine sustainability as a source of efficacy, premium value and desirability.

The resulting framework

Cultural diagnosis

Europe and China operate from different assumptions about the
relationship between nature, science and human intervention.

Consequence

European consumers often see sustainability as requiring compromise, while
Chinese consumers can see it as a source of potency and premium value.

Evidence

Social listening, anthropology, behavioural science, semiotics and
observations from the China skincare conference reveal a series of
emerging codes that embody this alternative philosophy.

Application

Sensory design provides tangible proof of efficacy through textures,
colours, rituals, activation moments and ingredient cues.

Outcome

Brand narratives and sensory experiences together can help European
consumers move from a "sustainability = compromise” mindset to a
"sustainability = potency” mindset.

METHOD

We applied a multidisciplinary approach combining semioticians, sensory
scientists, behavioural scientists and brand strategists to analyse sensory cues,
symbolic meanings, and cognitive drivers of choice.
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CONCLUSIONS

Across 240,000 skincare conversations, only 37% of sustainability discussions mention
whether products actually work. The challenge is not efficacy, but experience. When
nature and science come together, positivity rises to 89% and negativity disappears.

China is already showing this through fermentation and ancestral botanicals, while
France translates nature through clinical credibility. Within this landscape, Felt Efficacy
emerges as a critical white space. At just 2.2% of conversation today, it reflects where the
industry is yet to satisfy consumer interest.

Ethnographic observation of Chind's

The key output of our research was a set of sensory semiotic codes for Chinese
skincare with relevance for application in Europe. Each code begins with a
metaphor from nature that connects to Chinese paradigms in efficacy, laddering
up to specific guidance on sustainability narratives and sensory signals for
efficacy to reassure European consumers.

Rewilding Maxxing Living Ferment

Look past the pretty and y i B
familiar. Go to the deepest A

Time is the active ingredient.
Through microbial transformation,
waste becomes wisdom and by-
products become the hero -
potency you can't rush or
synthesise.

ocedan, the highest mountain,
the ugliest root - nature’s
thousand-year wisdom lives
there.

Felt Efficacy
S Efficacy must be felt to be
¢ believed. Skip the hard
science lecture - let the
sensation do the talking.
. Tingle, cool, warm: sensory
proof replaces claim-reading.
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Flourishing Resilience

Strength doesn't need
armour. The fragile, the
fleeting, the whole plant - root
to petal - carries the wisdom.
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Bio Kinship (Silk)

Skin evolves into an intelligent
bio-ecosystem that thrives on
its own - science speaks skin's
own language.

Harmonized Osmosis

Oil is reframed — not the
demon, but the regulator.
Skincare as a self-tuning
system seeking harmony.

@ BioKinship (Silk) @ rlourishing Resilience @ Harmonized Osmosis
Rewilding Maxxing Felt Efficacy ‘ Living Ferment

Source: Social listening data across Ching, UK, France. July 6th - August 4th 2026. Total search volume = 240,074 mentions.
Conversation mapped to semiotic codes = 30,017 mentions. WeChat, Baidu, Little Red Book, Weibo, Zhihu, Douyin, TikTok,
Instagram, X, blogs, forums.

GetIn Touch

Come see us at our booth!
MMR stand A-06/08

At MMR, we combine Sensory Semiotics, cultural insight and behavioural science to
identify the cues that make efficacy feel real, translating sustainability from an
abstract promise into a tangible experience of performance, desirability and
premium value. Interested in applying Sensory Semiotics, cultural insight and
behavioural science to your category? Contact the MMR Family to explore how we
can help uncover emerging codes, design meaningful sensory experiences and
build stronger brands.
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