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1. Executive summary

Creating and producing packaging and its artwork for consumer products has become an increas-

ingly complex process. 

Packaging management systems are maturing and have found their place at brand owners and 

pre-media service providers. 

These systems are rapidly becoming the standard way of managing the process of creating and 

producing packaging as the alternatives are failing to produce packaging in a globally consistent and 

predictable way. 

Best practices in packaging 
management

• The right packaging management 
system. 

Managing packaging creation and modification 

projects in a packaging management system.  

This system should give  a clear overview of 

not only status and operations, but also offer 

high-quality visual feedback of the current state 

of the assets (graphics, CAD, 3D-renderings, 

specifications). 

• Using up-to-date packaging creation/
modification tools. 

To reduce manual hand-offs these  tools should 

be integrated with the packaging management 

system and processes. 

• Standardize on automated workflows.

Whenever possible, remove paper-based and 

manual electronic processes in favor of auto-

mated workflows. These workflows need to be 

adapted to the flexibility necessary in creative 

environments while still enforcing the required 

quality.

• Integrate with existing business 
processes. 

To ensure wide scale adoption the specialist 

packaging process should be an integrated 

component of your wider business process.  

Packaging decisions should be delegated 

to the system offering specialist packaging 

related functionality ensuring an integrated, 

best in class approach.
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2. Introduction

Creating and producing packaging and its artwork and labels for consumer products has become an 

increasingly complex process. 

The number of functions of packaging has grown and the number of stakeholders in the process 

has grown accordingly. Packaging increasingly uses more complex shapes and graphics for several 

reasons; because there is a real need, because it can create a competitive advantage at the store 

shelf and sometimes simply because it’s possible. 

Add to this the continually increasing number of regulations affecting consumer products (font sizes, 

regulated tables & symbols…) and you begin to get the picture of an industry that is under significant 

pressure to innovate the way packaging is produced.  

The number of product 
variations is on the rise

A trend that only multiplies this complexity is the 

explosion in the number of product variations 

seen in consumer products in recent years. Five 

years ago, consumers had one, maybe two, 

options when shopping for everyday household 

products such as toothpaste, bread or salad 

dressing. Now, however, the choice has grown 

significantly as brands want to offer a more 

personalized product and need to create differ-

entiation against competitive products. 

This has been compounded with the growth in 

the number of retailers offering own brand prod-

ucts, meaning an increasing number of brands 

fighting for presence at the store shelf. 

 

The arrival of retail ready 
packaging 

Successful packaging is much more than an 

appealing primary package. The once plain 

secondary packaging is increasingly becoming 

retail ready packaging which is designed to live 

in harmony with the primary package and fits 

perfectly to the store shelf. 

Retail ready packaging must maximize branding 

whilst fitting perfectly to the store shelf and aiding 

restocking at the retailer to improve on-shelf avail-

ability of the product. Often this is complimented by 

an in-store display unit, which must also work with 

the primary & secondary packages. 

In club and discount stores and increasingly 

in mainstream grocery retailers this concept is 

stretched even further with retail ready pallet 

displays where the entire pallet is positioned 

in-store. In this case the retail concept of the 

product has to be considered when design-

ing everything from the primary package to the 

paper skirt to hide the wooden pallet.



|  5

Growing number of packaging 
assets

With this increasing number of product variations 

and packaging forms, it is only natural that the 

number of packaging components being created 

has also grown. This leads to an explosion of 

the number of packaging assets that need to 

be handled by an increasingly diverse range of 

stakeholders:

• CAD drawings, 

• brand imaging, 

• artwork, 

• specifications, 

• calculations, 

• orders…

This of course contrasts with current financial 

and business trends for optimization of cost and 

process wherever possible to increase profit-

ability and respond to the challenging financial 

climate. 

Navigating tighter time and cost 
constraints  

Increasingly tighter time and cost constraints 

combined with increasing numbers of packag-

ing components make the process of producing 

consumer packaging exceptionally challenging. 

Critical packaging decisions are often delayed to 

diminish costs of long lead times and to adapt the 

packaging to the situation of the very moment.  

Brand owners are faced with need:  

• to optimize the processes and costs associ-

ated with creating packaging

• for increasingly globalized branding of packag-

ing 

This leads to a requirement for many brand 

owners to implement standardized packag-

ing processes globally. Brands need to align  

with a consolidated number of key suppliers 

to implement standard processes with the aim 

to produce globally consistent packaging that 

enables the reuse of as many components as 

possible across multiple regions. 

It is simply unacceptable these days for 2 pieces 

of packaging to come together at the store shelf 

and not look consistent for look & feel and color, 

regardless of their printing process or location.
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How to control the process?

As is often the problem in fast changing envi-

ronments, current methodology and IT systems 

have not been able to keep up with the chang-

ing need. Those who manage this process 

with Excel sheets and e-mail are in pain, but 

the majority are even worse off: still a lot of this 

process is managed with physical paper work, 

routed around the various stakeholders by traf-

fic managers whose entire job is simply to move 

paper from desk to desk and ensure the project 

stays on track. 

The need for a kind of electronic specification, 

routing and approval system to step in and take 

control of this process is shown in the number of 

consumer product companies trying to manage 

the packaging process with their current busi-

ness systems. 

But these business systems are typically not 

packaging–savvy, are not well suited to handle 

complex packaging files and cannot deliver trust-

worthy approvals with decent visuals. 

The general consensus within brand owners is 

that there is no reason to keep things as they 

are. Knowing that the problem will solve itself 

is not viable option, and the ROI of packaging 

management systems is typically very positive. 

This leads to an increasing number of companies 

looking for a system that is designed to manage 

this complex process.
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3. What does a packaging management system do?

The base functionality of a packaging management system is to manage the creation of modification 

of packaging assets and to ensure that those approved assets are available to users globally. 

Specify the packaging needs

What are the goals of the project? What compo-

nents need to be produced? How much is 

new and how much is a change, be it small or 

dramatic? What are the timing constraints? Proj-

ect costs need to be managed in a transparent 

way. There’s a need for precise estimations of 

cost to ensure that the project stays on track 

with the defined budget, and to identify areas for 

improvement.

A complete project charter 

Specifying packaging projects needs to go 

beyond a pure textual briefing. An efficient proj-

ect charter should contain pictures, sketches… 

along with precise specification on the varying 

technical elements that will be required later in 

the project. These include marketing and regula-

tory copy, barcodes, tables and color specifica-

tion according to the defined brand guidelines.

However, for limited modifications, an annotated 

previous version can often be the quickest way 

to express what you mean. The electronic anno-

tated version is visible worldwide, allows multiple 

people to interact with it, and actually manages 

the change requests with a lifecycle, traceability 

and approval. 

Design and review

Producing packaging is a highly creative process 

which typically involves several passes and is by 

no means a sequential process. A surprisingly 

large number of people must collaborate well to 

come to a good result. 

Each of these people has their own vision, goals, 

jargon… and without highly visual, typically phys-

ical  mock-ups, it is unavoidable that people will 

have a late surprise when what is produced 

is very different from what they imagined. The 

process typically is infused with opinions, feel-

ings, intuition and has very few rules. 

The power of 3D design & communication 

This flexible, creative process means that a large 

percentage of the time taken to produce pack-

aging is spent creating mock-ups or comps. 

This manual process involves physically printing 

several copies of several versions or options 

of the proposed designs, applying all required 

finishing effects (embossing, varnish, foil…) 

before cutting them out, often by hand with a 

knife, folding & gluing. 

The opportunities to leverage the power of 3D 

design & communication provided by a packag-

ing management system can provide significant 

opportunities for time and cost savings, both in 

design and in the overall packaging process.  
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Create the packaging

After the vast majority of decisions are taken, the 

major work is still ahead. Packaging allows for 

very few mistakes, and this strongly contrasts 

with the rather creative approach taken at the 

beginning of the project. 

There is usually a lot of work duplication happen-

ing between the design and artwork stages. The 

designers are typically making a conceptual file 

that will need to be turned into a master artwork 

file with correct image resolutions, fonts, ink 

separations... 

Take control of duplication

In fact, often the file will be completely recreated from 

scratch, complete with technical elements, by an art 

worker because this can be quicker than modifying 

the original design concept file. 

The packaging management system needs to 

enable you to take control of this process to reduce 

duplication and optimize this process whilst increas-

ing the scope for creativity & innovation.

Once this master artwork file is approved, many 

languages and/or variants are added to create 

regional artwork files. This is typically a very time 

consuming process, involving interpreting the copy 

documents and copy/pasting the relevant content 

to the artwork file. 

A successful packaging management system should 

enable you to make significant improvements in this 

area, digital specification & communication of copy 

text will reduce the potential for error and remove 

the liability risk involved in this highly regulated area 

of packaging.

Spotting mistakes

Intermediately, each final asset must be approved 

prior to really going into production. Contrary to 

the design approval process, this is a bulk opera-

tion where massive amounts of artwork files need 

to be approved. Obviously, mistakes on the pack-

aging can be severe enough to cause product 

recalls. This means that the product itself is often 

lost as well, there are no unpacking machines 

and the product would typically no longer comply 

anyway. Therefore, the system needs to assist 

the various approvers with smart tools that can 

point the reviewer to areas of potential risk. 

Working mobile

Mobile computing is also becoming increas-

ingly prevalent in this area as stakeholders are 

increasingly on the move, needing to work from 

diverse locations. Combine this with the fact that 

most reviewers will have a tablet computer or at 

least a smart phone and you quickly realize that 

technology has to embrace this revolution, with 

smart tools that are simple enough to use on a 

mobile platform, enabling quicker, more informed 

decision making. 

Produce packaging

Once the artwork files are approved they still 

need to be manufactured. With the various 

complexities introduced by the varying printing 

processes used in packaging (flexo, gravure, 

offset, screen, digital) there can be a lot of extra 

work introduced in making the file print-ready.
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Incoming files need to be color separated, 

trapped to ensure that misregistration does not 

affect the final result; and step & repeated to 

maximize material usage on the printing press. 

An external ‘Repro’ company who will take the 

artwork files and supply print-ready files to the 

printer typically handles this process.

Smart automation

If known well in advance, however, the majority 

of these processes can be covered by smart 

artworking and automation. This creates the 

need for the system to involve the repro / print 

suppliers in the process from a very early stage, 

allow them to give valuable input on changes 

that, if made early could save time and money 

later in the process. 

Most systems are designed to manage the 

process of creating packaging up to the moment 

that the files are handed to the printer. This is, 

however, not the end of the project: the files must 

be printed within the defined specification, which 

typically involves on-site visits to the printer for 

press-passes. 

Towards a predictable, transparent 
process

With the increasingly global nature of packaging 

printers, on-site visits can introduce significant 

cost and time to the process, not to mention 

that it’s a very subjective, manual task. With the 

increasing capability of digital measurement and 

comparison tools along with enhanced capability 

to control color there is significant opportunity for 

optimization. 

There is a growing need for a successful packag-

ing management system to integrate the automa-

tion of prepress, die making, printing and convert-

ing to bring a predictable, transparent process 

covering the entire packaging supply chain. 

Leverage the results for later

One day, the packaging for any given product 

will change, or a new similar package will need to 

be created. Given the high complexity and tech-

nicality, design from scratch is rarely the most 

cost effective solution. 

The system needs to help non-technical users 

find a flying start to their project. Therefore, 

assets need to be tagged with very specific 

metadata and searchable in a user friendly way 

(similar to any online store in fact) based on 

their properties. 

This goes beyond simply organizing the 

produced artwork components and CAD 

shapes. It is also important to build up a library 

of know-how including presentations of what 

makes packaging “work” from a technical or 

commercial point of view.
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Managing challenges 

When looking into the matter, it becomes rapidly clear that such a successful system needs to incor-

porate a fair amount of packaging intelligence. Following is a partial list of challenges to manage in a 

successful system:

4. Packaging intelligence in the system

The typical packaging production process is relatively sequential but not uniform enough to manage 

with a purely sequential system. 

With the exception of highly regulated pharmaceutical environments, specifications  are rarely fixed 

until the packaging is actually being produced. Flexibility is a must at any moment but still all conse-

quences of every change must be easily visible. 

Such scenarios are not easily modeled in Visio sheets or administrative business processes. 2D and 

3D technicalities drive decisions and make the difference between delivering quality results on-time 

and being too late or making mistakes. 

• Brand identity

• Color fidelity 

• Geometric fit of the product, the shelf and the 

shipping environment 

• Packaging materials and their influence on 

cost, production speed but also appeal and 

geometric constraints (think of the specific 

challenges of corrugated board or shrink 

sleeve film)

• Printing cost & quality 

• Environmental assessment & impact

• Textual content, languages and legal compli-

ance

• Approval of complex graphics 

• Security of data in a world of increasing 

counterfeiting

• Timeliness
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5. Overview of functionality

To cope with these challenges, a packaging management system needs a wide variety of functionality.  

These functions must be tightly integrated to avoid breaking the digital chain. 

Project management

• Creating projects from pre-defined templates

• Ability to manage people and their roles 

• Assign workflows and tasks

• Provide simple yet powerful visual dashboards 

with timelines to allow project managers and 

users to instantly see the status of their project

• Bring powerful reporting capability to analyze 

trends or project data to identify compliance to 

KPI’s and areas for improvement

Specification management

• Visual specifications in 2D and 3D

• Dimensions

• Codification (typically by interfacing with a 

codification system)

• Calculate whatever can be calculated to avoid 

human work and mistakes 

• Creative specification

• Norms and patterns to follow 

• Inheritance of master data from similar or 

“master” designs/templates 

• Color specification

• Marketing and regulatory content specification

• Image and symbol specification 

Storage and management of all 
types of documents

• Specifically for CAD drawings and graphics

• Storage of files ‘in context’

• Maintain one definitive version, ensure that 

everybody sees the same version

• Version control to see what has changed by 

who and why

• Thumbnails, quick full screen graphics and 

advanced viewing to keep both the overview 

and see every little detail, all without dedicated 

software on your client computer and without 

training needs

• Highly graphical overviews and search results

• Actual dimensions, inks used and their cover-

age, barcodes, braille, text content, rule 

length... Calculated directly from the design 

rather than entered by humans
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Libraries of templates, 
standards, solutions...

• Rapidly find a flying start and ‘run the templates’ 

with the right dimensions and look at it in 2D 

and 3D in seconds

• Standardized way of storing solutions to help 

in retrieving information to build up IP for the 

company

• Easy capability to push completed project 

results into asset libraries

Approval

A packaging management system needs to 

offer approval with the focus on rapidly finding 

mistakes. It should be easy to quickly review 

corrections on previously rejected artwork or 

CAD drawings and catch regression problems.

Automation and integration

Automate as many steps as possible with a 

smart workflow and notifications: make sure both 

people and computers have the right information 

at the right time

Integrate common editors: Adobe® Illustrator® 

and Esko ArtiosCAD are often the most import-

ant as they are the most used for the design of 

packaging shapes and graphics respectively. 

Other candidates would be Solidworks, Catia, 

Adobe® InDesign® and Photoshop®, and Esko’s 

prepress tools (see below). 

Integrate the varying external suppliers used 

in the process. It is critical to be able to truly 

integrate your suppliers because this will enable 

them to ‘live’ within the system without adding 

extra manual steps to their process. This is criti-

cal when you consider the continuing price pres-

sure they are under.

Be adaptable

Be able to adapt to change rapidly. Define stan-

dard workflows and data capture processes 

within such a system is critical to achiev-

ing success; however these workflows and 

processes must be simple and easy to change 

in order to adapt to a process under continu-

ous improvement. Power users must be able 

to modify most elements in the system with-

out technical knowledge to prevent the system 

rapidly becoming out of date.
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6. Integrating packaging creation tools

Creating packaging is not only a demanding collaborative effort. It is also a highly technical operation, 

demanding second to none software tools. 

The most used software tool for packaging is Adobe® Illustrator®. Illustrator, however, is not 

designed for packaging. That’s why significant benefits can be reached through the adoption of 

additional tools designed for packaging professionals. Some of these tools are available as plug-

ins for Illustrator and others operate as standalone tools. For more information on Esko editors,  

please visit www.esko.com

By integrating these tools with the packaging management platform, you avoid communication prob-

lems between the stakeholders and you improve the speed and quality of the collaboration through-

out your company.
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7. Integration with business systems 

The packaging project will often be initiated from another business process. It might, for example, 

be managed in SharePoint, a PLM system or SAP. This can be a product management process or a 

business improvement process. It can also be a technical change in a factory or a request coming 

from customers or retailers. There is no single source. 

Given the highly specialized needs of the packaging outlined above, trying to fully manage the pack-

aging project in the larger business process environment is often inadequate. The system is just too 

generic. It typically fails to offer the necessary visuals and calculation functions to convince over-

loaded people to spend time in the system. Often packaging people -typically those in marketing or 

creative functions- desire a higher degree of simplicity and user-friendliness than is commonly found 

in these systems. 

Distribution of responsibility 

Still, the packaging project will always be subor-

dinate to this higher management process and 

needs be able to report progress, costing infor-

mation… while avoiding that the higher manage-

ment process or project (and its user interface) 

is loaded with all the details of the packaging 

process. 

Such distribution of responsibility is the modern 

approach to avoid creating the ‘system that will 

solve everything’ of which it is commonly known 

typically results in ‘the system that it is medio-

cre in almost everything, hard to maintain and 

disliked by virtually everybody.’ 

The advantages of such distribution of 

respon-sibility are:

• The different systems can evolve separately 

while maintaining the integration over clear 

exchange formats.

• One generic business process system can 

interact with multiple packaging management 

systems, for example from different divisions 

and/or suppliers. The opposite is also valu-

able: have one packaging system accepting 

projects from various sources as one company 

rarely uses only one business system. 

• Data exchanged can be filtered, reshaped 

and worked up following a service bus archi-

tecture approach. This way, the different 

systems don’t need to be built for each other.  

The exchange logic is managed by an inter-

mediate easy-to-manage mini-component. 

In addition, the exchange packages can be 

“tapped” for reporting and analysis needs.

• The exchange of data is made explicit and is 

therefore self-documenting for ISO 900x and 

other quality processes. 

Where the packaging project is subordinate to a 

larger business process, it can still get data from 

yet other sources, both internal and external. 
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8. A packaging management system for your company

Creating and producing packaging and its artwork for consumer products has become an increas-

ingly complex process. 

Packaging management systems are rapidly becoming the standard way for brand managers to 

streamline their packaging production process. 

Esko can help you define what packaging management system works for your organization. 

For more information on Esko’s packaging management system, please visit www.esko.com/webcenter
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