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INTRODUCTION

is all important; as Coco Chanel said, “Elegance
is refusal. — Pauline Browne

Pauline Brown has (over the course of 30 years) acquired, built, and led the world’s most influential
global luxury brands. Most recently, she served as the Chairman of North America for the world’s
leading luxury goods company, LVMH Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton. In 2016, Pauline joined the
faculty of the Harvard Business School, where she introduced a new interdisciplinary course for
graduate students named “The Business of Aesthetics.” A book based on the learnings and insights
from her HBS course, "Aesthetic Intelligence: How to Boost It and Use It in Business and Beyond,”
will be released by HarperCollins this November. Since 2008, Pauline has been a Henry Crown
Fellow of the Aspen Institute, a program that seeks to develop the next generation of communityspirited leaders. In 2013, she joined the board of the Henry Crown Fellowship Program. She also
currently sits on the boards of the Parsons School of Design and is a former board member of the
National Retail Federation, Fashion Group International and Cosmetic Executive Women. Pauline
received an M.B.A. from the Wharton School and a B.A. from Dartmouth College. She is a member
of Wharton’s Executive Alumni Board and a former member of Dartmouth’s Alumni Council.

WHY DO I CARE?
I’m really blown away by this book, not because
it carries a message that is particularly profound
or because it conveys insights that I haven’t had
before (though on some level, both of these
points are true), but because it evokes a sense
of glamour, allurement, and consequentiality
that I never imagined I’d feel about aesthetics
or design. I’ve always been interested in the
business of fashion and beautification but have
always thought of them as being superficial by
definition. Pauline’s words and the picture she
paints have changed my view on this matter; I
now see aesthetics as very serious work.
Pauline makes four basic points in the book:
(1) Aesthetics matter in business (and beyond);
(2) Aesthetic intelligence can be cultivated. In
fact, each of us possesses far more capacity
than we use;
(3) Aesthetic vision and leadership have the
power to transform companies and even entire
sectors;
(4) In the absence of aesthetics, most
businesses are susceptible to potentially fatal
challenges. In other words, when a company’s
aesthetics fail, so does the company.
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The message of the book seems to be that aesthetics matter and that they can be cultivated. As
Pauline writes: “I am also a pragmatist, so although I believe that each of us has the potential to
boost our aesthetic intelligence, it takes time and effort. It is just like developing other muscles.”
Pauline includes approaches and concrete exercises for building one’s “aesthetic muscles” and
using them to win over customers, starting with exercises for enhancing what she calls (1)
attunement, which she defines as “developing a higher consciousness of one’s environment and
the effect of its stimuli;” (2) interpretation, which means “translating one’s emotional reactions (both
positive and negative) to sensorial stimuli into thoughts that form the basis of an aesthetic position,
preference, or expression;” (3) articulation, or expressing the “aesthetic ideals for one’s brand,
product, or service such that team members not only grasp the vision but can execute on it with
precision;” and (4) curation, or “organizing, integrating, and editing a wide variety of inputs and
ideals to achieve maximum impact.” According to Pauline Brown: “When it comes to aesthetics,
editorial command is all important; as Coco Chanel said, “Elegance is refusal.”

GLAMOROUS BEGININGS
Pivotal Moments — You identify a
“pivotal moment” in your own
“aesthetic evolution” that happened
in 1976, when you were ten years
old. You write: “I yearned for only
three things in life: pierced ears, a
puppy, and a Panasonic Take-NTape. I begged my parents for all of
them, though getting any one of
them would have made me
deliriously happy. Ten years passed
before I had my ears pierced and
another thirty before I adopted my
first-ever puppy. But for Chanukah
of that bicentennial year, my parents gave me that coveted cassette recorder in electric blue. Q:
What was it about what was essentially a tape-recorder that served as a pivotal moment in your
own aesthetic evolution?
Early 20’s — In 1984, as a first-year student at Dartmouth College, you were introduced to what
you called “an entirely different aesthetic: that of the New England prep school kids.” You write in
the book: “Although I never sought to dress like them—in truth, I eschewed the defeminized look
of my female classmates—I was nonetheless enthralled by their carefree, fun-loving, and confident
air. Physically free but not tarty. Tousled yet clean-cut. The style of clothing was perhaps best
represented by L.L. Bean. At the time, the factory store in Maine was open twenty-four hours a day,
seven days a week. Many classmates would take overnight trips to pick up yet another fleece
pullover or pair of duck boots. The aesthetics of Dartmouth College went well beyond the
conventional “uniform” of the student body. It was embedded in all sorts of institutional codes such
as the school’s emblematic use of pine
green—Pantone PMS 349, to be exact—its By the time I entered my twenties, my entire being
Latin motto (“Vox clamantis in deserto,” or was confined to my head. Personal expressions of
“A voice crying out in the wilderness”), and taste were shut down or ignored, and all my
its traditional seal with reference to its 1769 decisions and actions were based on rational
founding. The spirit of the school was assessment. In the process, I not only lost my
expressed through the natural elements as sense of style; I lost my way. — Pauline J. Brown
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well: the jagged mountains, tough granite, and tall,
stalwart evergreens of New Hampshire. It was all a
constant reminder that the Dartmouth brand was built
on a distinctly American tradition, one that revered the
wilderness and was willing to forgo sensual comforts in
favor of a hardy, pioneering spirit. By the time I
graduated from Dartmouth, my own sense of style had
become, well, rather muddled. Years of contrasting
influences—from European finesse to Long Island
flamboyance to New England utilitarianism—
contradicted styles that I had once found appealing and
undermined whatever appetite or confidence I might
have had to tie these contrasting elements together.
Moreover, my rigorous education, which had served to
sharpen my intellect, only numbed my senses. By the
time I entered my twenties, my entire being was
confined to my head. Personal expressions of taste
were shut down or ignored, and all my decisions and
actions were based on rational assessment. In the
process, I not only lost my sense of style; I lost my way.
It took more than two decades for me to get back on
track, aesthetically speaking. One of the first measures
was to stop divorcing my professional (or public)
identity from my personal one. In reality, my biggest
breakthroughs, both personal and professional, came
when I had the courage to stand out and to showcase the one and only thing that I actually do
better than anyone else in the world—that is, to be Pauline Brown. Q: How did you come into your
own sense of style, “aesthetically speaking?” Q: How much of being aesthetically intelligence is
wrapped up in being oneself or in being connected to one’s own being (full psychic and phsyical
embodiment), what you call, developing one’s
“aesthetic empathy?”

THE AESTHETIC ADVANTAGE
What is Aesthetic Intelligence? — You write:
Aesthetics is the pleasure we—i.e., all humans—
derive from perceiving an object or experience through
our senses. Aesthetic Intelligence—another term we
will come back to—is our ability to understand,
interpret, and articulate feelings that are elicited by a
particular object or experience. Q: How do you define
“aesthetics” and are aesthetics confined only to the
visual domain? Q: What is “Aesthetic Intelligence?”
What Makes an Experience Pleasurable? — Q: How
important is pleasure in cultivating a powerful aesthetic
experience and what makes an experience
pleasurable?
What is the Aesthetic Advantage? — You write:
Unlike “design thinking,” with its focus on processes for
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problem-solving and solution-based strategies, the value
of aesthetics in business is about delight—the opportunity
to lift the human spirit and rouse the imagination through
sensorial experiences….These days, and for the
foreseeable future, that’s where the money is. Computers
can and will solve more and more functional problems;
they cannot and will not be able to deliver new and
meaningful ways to reconnect us with our humanity. Q:
What is the difference between “design thinking” (form vs.
function) and aesthetic intelligence? Q: Why do you say
that “this is where the money is?”
The Bain of My Deck — You write about your experience
transitioning from the quantitative and dry world of private
equity to the Estée Lauder Companies with an insightful
annecdote about your first meeting with your boss at the time, Fred Langhammer, who was then
chief operating officer of the company: He slammed my Bain-esque report on the table and looked
at me (or maybe through me) with his austere, piercing blue eyes. Uh-oh. Langhammer wasn’t
interested in my deck, which clinically described historic performance but offered no big ideas or
forward-looking solutions …. That meant I would have to reconnect with myself—not as an
employee but as a person. In other words, it meant reconnecting with my natural senses. What the
company needed most was not more in-depth financial models but the insights of a person who
genuinely enjoyed buying and applying beauty products. Bain had given me a rigorous toolbox for
applying important concepts to real-world business issues. The problem, however, was that the
toolbox, with its strict focus on data analytics, diagnostics, and facts, was deficient in describing or
addressing the real challenges: the human ones. Although those tools enabled me to understand
part of a company’s story, how it had performed historically or where it might have faced competitive
or distribution challenges, they didn’t remotely help me understand the human story. Why do people
buy one product over another? Bain hadn’t taught me how a company might entice and delight
current and prospective buyers, above and beyond what people in a focus group might suggest.
Moreover, Bain-style analysis provided me (and many of my fellow consultants and our corporate
clients) with a false sense of security, suggesting that if the model were well constructed and the
data precise, we would have all the answers we needed. In the end, I found that answers about a
business and its future are far
more complex and messy than
any toolbox can provide. What you
highlight in your comments about
reliance on “the model” resonates
and reminds me of several
episodes we did, particularly one
on phenomenology and design
with Christian Madsbjerg and
another on Mapmaking with Tim
O’Reilly. Q: How common is this in
business, that people, overtime,
begin to see the map as the
territory, and eventually, become
disconnected from the product
and the customer?
4

COMING TO OUR SENSES
Multi-Sensorial Experiences — You give some
examples early on in the book of companies like
Aveda and Jo Malone, which pioneered the
introduction of scents into what was previously a
non-olfactory experience (shapooing one’s hair
and burning a candle). You also refer to these
experiences as being “seductive.” Q: What is the
connection between aesthetics and the senses?
It feels to me that being in touch with one’s senses
– full embodiment – is how we get out of our
heads in order to exist in the world. Q: Is awkening
the senses part of awkening ourselves? About
being in our bodies? (Eve Ensler – In the Body of
the World)
The Art and Science of the Senses:
S I G H T is the dominant sense in the postindustrial era—how we perceive light, color, shape,
movement, and everything else in our environment comes from visual observation.
T A S T E (or gustation) is the ability to detect flavor in substances.
S M E L L is a chemical process in which receptors and nerves in our nose identify chemicals in
the environment, which can be benign, pleasant, or repulsive.
T O U C H is part of the somatosensory system, a widespread and diverse network of receptors
and processing centers that help us perceive pleasant sensations, temperatures, and pain—all
processed in the parietal lobe of the cerebral cortex.
S O U N D travels to the brain first by being funneled into our ear canal and causing the eardrum
to vibrate.
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The Halo Effect — You write: Aesthetic delight is the deep gratification or pleasure that individuals
feel when their senses (at least three out of five to be truly successful) are awakened in connection
with a particular product, brand, service, or experience. Interestingly, this form of delight is enjoyed
not only through consuming a product or service but also through some combination of anticipation
and recollection of the experience of consuming that product or service—the same memories the
senses provoke when we engage with the It’s not that traditional retail stores are dying, it’s
sensorial elements of a product. Studies that they’ve lost their way. They’re formulaic and,
show that about 50 percent of a consumer’s what’s worse, forgettable. — Pauline Browne
perceived delight is connected to anticipation
and memory (a residual effect of a past sensorial experience); the other 50 percent is connected
to the immediate experience (a result of the five senses working in unison to engage a person in
the moment). I refer to this as the halo effect, a term I use to describe not how companies can
spread financial success around an organization but how experiences are a continuum that
includes the lead-up, the actual experience, and the memory of it, which informs the lead-up to a
repeated experience.
If you go to a Lauder beauty counter and inquire about a particular moisturizer, the salespeople
will rub it into your hand as if they are giving you a massage. In doing so, they create a very
intimate, warm moment that, for most people, is enjoyable and relaxing. How can you not buy the
product? — Pauline Browne
There is a psychological heuristic known as the “peak–end
rule” (an elaboration on the snapshot model of remembered
utility proposed by Barbara Fredrickson and Daniel
Kahneman) which relates to the observation that people
tend to judge an experience largely based on how they felt
at its peak (i.e., its most intense point) and at its end, rather
than based on the total sum or average of every moment of
the experience. The effect occurs regardless of whether the
experience is pleasant or unpleasant. Q: How important is
managing people’s memory of an expeirence and thus their
expectations about what they might expeirence again,
should they engage with a particular product or brand? Q:
What does this mean for various business, like retail, for
example?
Cultivating the Multi-sensorial — Q: What are some
examples of companies that cultivate the multi-sensorial
expeirence, and what are some examples of companies
that have failed at it?
The Beauty of Ugliness — You tell us in the book that
“activating the senses to achieve aesthetic delight is not
only derived from standard motions of beauty and delight; it
also comes from many off-putting experiences—ones that
may be deemed ugly or scary. The French have a term, jolie
laide, meaning “pretty-ugly” that best captures the idea. We
are attracted to what repels us. Q: Why are we attracted to
things that repell us and what are some examples? Q: Why
did you choose to talk about this in the book?
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Eyesores — You write: I have a few eyesores. One of
them is my stainless-steel Breville espresso maker,
which I bought for a whopping $550. It churns out
supremely good coffee. However, in the process, it
makes a dreadful grating sound while grinding the coffee
beans, followed by a piercing screech during the
steaming of milk. The noise is all the more bothersome
in the early hours of the morning, when I typically make
my coffee. This was the point in the book where I
realized just how seriously you take your work. It isn’t
just your attention to detail. You seem to see life as an
amusement park of experiences, and you want to bring
as much beauty into those experiences (and minimize
as much ugliness) as possible. Q: What is an eyesore
and why was it important for you to bring this up?
Beauty Marks and Distinctions — You didn’t mention
this in the book, but what about beauty marks? How do
we think about
Warby Parker & Dyson — I was struck when I read this quote from Neil Blumenthal, the co-founder
of Warby Parker, that you provided in your book: “How do customers shop for glasses. First and
foremost, they check do these look good on your face. So we’re a fashion brand first.” Q: Where
do you think people rank aesthetics in terms of the criterion that they apply to what they want to
buy or own? (I’m reminded of an ascetic TA in my Western Philosophy course freshman year) Q:
Do we generally underestimate the importance of “looking good” when buying a product? (i.e. does
much of this go unregistered in our unconscious?)
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Developing a Personal Style — Q: How do we
develop our personal style? Q: How do most
people think about style? Q: What are the
questions we should ask ourselves when
developing our personal style and understand
what it is that we like and don’t like?
Style Icon — You say in the book that a style
icon is a person—living or dead—whom you
most aspire to become or emulate stylistically.
Q: What does it mean when certain people
come to our minds as icons? Q: Are there
similarities in terms of qualities people look for
(from the same era, same gender, etc.?)
Curation — Q: What is curation? Q: How much
of this is about the limited attention span that
we have and the value of having someone or
something help us filter through the noise? Q:
Whose job is it and isn’t this something that
machines area already doing better than
humans in many domains?
The Value of Words — Your choice of words
in this book did not go unnoticed. Q: How are
words important to you?

THE FUTURE OF AESTHETICS
As we have already seen with the rise of social media, human activity will continue to focus on what
I call REM: relationships, experiences, and memories. Our desire to connect with other people
intimately, authentically, and personally may result in a rejection of some forms of social media and
usher in new forms of community building, signaled by millennials’ and others’ migration out of socalled superstar cities such as Manhattan and Los Angeles into smaller towns and cities.

FOUR TRENDS
The Environmental Crisis
o 87 percent of consumers say they have a more positive image of companies that support
social or environmental issues than those that don’t.
o 88 percent of respondents said they show more loyalty to companies that support
environmental issues than those that don’t.
o 87 percent would buy products with environmental benefits if given that option.
o 92 percent are more likely to trust companies that support environmental issues.
I believe there will be renewed interest in using more brighter, bolder color on products and brands
that are inspired by nature.
Digital Expansion and the Tactile Experience
There may also be something akin to “human privilege,” where many people will prefer—and even
pay more for—creative materials built by human minds and hands.
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In food, unusual and unexpected ingredients (e.g.,
spicy or savory ice cream, even more intense sweet,
hot, and sour flavors) will continue to push the limits of
culinary innovation, but we will also see a return to
“comfort foods” and those that offer warm, nostalgic
feelings. Though some people will opt for space-aged
foods such as Soylent, most of us want to experience
a variety of sensations and novelty when we gather for
a meal.
Tribal Secession
The growth of “tribes” will usher in an age of
hyperlocalism (and a rejection of global harmonization)
and the emergence of “microdominant” brands that
cater to highly specific cultures and identities ….
Tribalism is the most powerful force on Earth today.
Communities become tribes. Brands form tribes. Large
companies are tribes of tribes. …. First, we will see
products that appeal to smaller and more specific
group identities. …. Anxiety-ridden by simultaneous
social, economic, political, and ethical chaos, some
people will find themselves stretched beyond their ability to cope with today or imagine tomorrow.
The search for purpose, meaning, and spiritual connection will become even more pronounced.
The search to find like-minded people, especially those that offer spiritual and emotional
sustenance and protection from unfriendly forces and persecution (real or imagined), will open up
new realms for aesthetic innovation as well. New products and services that acknowledge and
celebrate religious faith and spirituality will find new and nontraditional markets for their offerings.
Venxara’s Spiritual Warriors Couture line exemplifies this, with its handbags, totes, and jewelry
adorned with artwork featuring various Catholic saints.
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Fashion of the Future — Q: What is driving fashion today?
Q: What are the fashion trends of the future?
Sustainable Trends — Q: How real is this trend towards more
sustainable or ethical brands and how is that feeding into
fashion?
Star Power — Q: Is the “cult of celebrity” a more powerful
driving force for fashion today than it was in years past? Q: Is
it harder to get a brand off the ground today if you don’t have
some star behind it? Q: What would it take to get a brand off
the ground without some pre-existing personality or celebrity
behind it?
Innovation in Fashion — Q: We are used to thinking that
“there is nothing new under the sun” when it comes to fashion,
but is that really true? Q: What constitutions “innovation” in the
fashion world? Q: What would be an example of a
fashion/design innovation?
How Business is Done — Q: How do legacy fashion/design
brands grow? Q: How much is based on acquiring new
upstarts and how much comes from internal R&D?
Differences in Business — Q: How does the business of aesthetics and fashion differ from more
traditional businesses?
From Business to Academia — Q: What has drawn you to leave the business world and enter
academia and radio? Q: Do you find that it has helped you reflect upon and assimilate the
knowledge you have accumulated over decades?
Management Style — Q: What is your management style and what would you say are your
strengths and weaknesses as a leader in business? Q: What do you think has made you uniquely
qualified to lead such large organization?
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Wide-Ranging Experience — Q: How unusual is it to
find other men and women like you who have traversed
so many different domains? Q: Do you get bored
easily?
Seldom Known — Q: What is something that most
people don’t know about you? Q: What interests do you
have outside of fashion? Q: Do you meet a lot of
interesting people and learn a lot of things first-hand
about the world that you wouldn’t otherwise?

TURNING POINTS
Think and Act Like an Owner, Not Like an Agent —
Q: What does it mean to “think like an owner, not an
agent?” Q: How commonplace is this type of “agent”
thinking? (e.g. “Langhammer wasn’t interested in my
deck, which clinically described historic performance
but offered no big ideas or forward-looking solutions.”)
Fight for What Drives You, Not What Drives Others
— Q: What does this mean, and how common is it in
your industry and in life in general that people are
fighting someone else’s battle? Q: How can we
discover what matters to us; what is important?
Culture Is Not Just Important, It Is All-Important I have myself an iPhone. But can you say
Q: What is “culture” and why is it important? Q: Why that in twenty years people will still use an
do I feel like this word is overused?
iPhone? Maybe not. Maybe we’ll have a new
Work for Your Life, Don’t Live for Your Work — product or something [more] innovative. But
Q: How can we know if we are “living for our work?” what I can say today is twenty years from
Q: Is it just about how much pleasure one derives, now, I’m quite convinced that people will still
or is it also the things we sacrifice (like family and drink Dom Pérignon. — Bernard Arnault
friends)?
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