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The internet is the world’s biggest shopping mall and 
it’s growing all the time. Around 40% of global internet 
users, or more than 1 billion people, have bought 
products or goods online, and worldwide e-commerce 
sales reached $1.7 trillion in 2015, and it is estimated 
to reach $2.35 trillion by 2018.
 
Exactly how customers shop online is evolving too, 
as people continue to value the experience and 
opinions of their peers more than company-driven 
information. E-commerce sales from social media 
grew by 202% in 2014 alone.

It’s easy to look at these figures and assume 
ecommerce is on the road to replacing retail, but 
that is not as simple as that. Rather, the two are 
starting to merge.  

“The connected commerce era has arrived,” says 
Patrick Dodd, president, global retailer vertical, Nielsen. 
“Consumers are no longer shopping entirely online or 
offline; rather they’re taking a blended approach using 
whatever channel best suits their needs. The most 
successful retailers and manufacturers will be at the 
intersection of the physical and virtual worlds.” 

 
Despite this clear move towards online shopping and 
the merging of digital and physical, most of the focus 
and effort is spent on the printed packaging that sits 
on retail shelves. This makes sense as it is the most 
direct representation of the brand and should be the 
starting point of the digital representations to follow.
However, there is often a disconnect between the two. 
If brands do not align in the “zero moment of truth,” 
when the consumer is online making his purchasing 
decision based on multiple sources of information, 
the sale is often lost.
 
In this article we examine how consumer packaged 
goods (CPG) companies can ensure their packaging 
and labelling (e.g. nutritional information) is aligned 
across all formats, whether the consumer picks the 
product up from the shelf in-store, or browses it 
simultaneously on their mobile device. 
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Towards the zero moment

The “Zero Moment of truth” (or ZMOT) is a concept 
first introduced by Google in 2011, which describes 
how people are increasingly making purchasing 
decisions at the Zero Moment – the precise moment 
when they have a need, intent or question they 
want answered online. A brand that answers these 
questions at just the right time gains a tremendous 
competitive advantage.

“Today’s consumers know so much more before they 
reach the shelf,” says Dina Howell, previously Chief 
Executive Officer at Saatchi & Saatchi X. “They find 
incredible detail online, from every possible source, 
about the brands and products that matter to them. 
They browse, dig, explore, dream and master, and 
then they’re ready to buy with confidence. And what 
they learn, they share with others. The Zero Moment 
of Truth influences which brands make the shopping 
list, where shoppers choose to buy and with whom 
they share the results.” 

Digital interactions were expected to influence 64 cents 
of every dollar spent in retail stores by the end of 2015, 
or $2.2 trillion, according to Deloitte Digital’s latest 
study, “Navigating the New Digital Divide.”1 This figure 
has grown considerably from 14 cents of each dollar 
spent in brick-and-mortar stores in 2012, the first year 
Deloitte Digital conducted the annual study.

You may think that this level of research is only 
conducted for bigger-ticket items, but that is not 
the case. The online-research rate among purchasers 
of cereal is 45 percent, while for soap it’s 55 percent 
and cosmetics 65 percent.2

“They used to say ‘You have seven seconds to impress 
someone with a new product on the shelf,” says Kevin 
Karstedt of Karstedt Partners, a consultancy focusing 
on helping those in the packaging supply chain to 
get products to market more effectively. “That seven 
seconds of importance is now down to zero, because 
the decision has either already been made or will be 
made based on further online research.”

Many consumers use their phones in store and 
when they do, it’s a strong indication they will buy 
something – 93% of consumers who use their phone 
to research a product go on to make a purchase.
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The intersection of 
physical and digital 
What does this all mean for CPG companies and 
the packaging of their products? Consumers are 
blending the physical and digital worlds and CPG 
companies need to support that behavior. Somehow 
they need to strive for consistency – across their entire 

retail presence, their digital shelf presence and the 
content syndication for these channels, not to mention 
campaign-related channels such as advertising, 
bill-boarding and social media channels.

Inconsistency can lead to consumer frustration or 
confusion. Consumers will expect to see the same 
package they buy on the physical shelf on the digital 
shelf – otherwise they may question its authenticity. 
New customers who’ve never purchased your 
product on the physical shelf will expect to receive 
the package that they ordered online – any difference 
can create a brand disconnect. In either case, you 
risk losing trust in the company brand, so not only is 
the current sale lost, but potentially future sales also.

What’s more, new EU and FDA labeling rules not 
only require clearer and more prominent display of 
allergen and other information on packaging, but also 
specify that compliance includes the digital shelf. So 
consistency is more than a ‘nice to have’ for the food 
and beverage industry.

However, ensuring a consistent visual look and feel and 
consistent brand messaging across the various physical 
and digital channels is difficult. Obstacles include silos 
within the organization, lack of integrated information 
systems and inflexible technology. In addition, content 
and design files are often held by agencies and out of 
the control of marketing departments, which makes 
consistency and reuse of these files challenging.

These obstacles have been allowed to endure partly 
because brand managers haven’t always held the 
digital shelf to the same high standards as the physical 
shelf. But that has to change.

It’s time for companies to regain control of the way 
their brand is depicted on the digital shelf.
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Towards a single 
source of truth 
While aligning your brand assets across physical 
and digital channels can be challenging, the risks 
of not doing so are significant. Executives estimate 
that the potential revenue loss for not offering a 
consistent customer experience is 20% of their 
annual revenue, which equates to $400m for a 
$2bn firm. The stakes are high. 

Gaining control and alignment across the digital 
and physical shelves can have several advantages, 
including greater agility and speed in executing design 
changes online, greater efficiency and cost control, 
greater brand consistency, improved time to market, 
innovation and better compliance. 

Start with the packaging 

The physical product that ends up on the retail 
shelf is still the best starting point. It is the physical 
embodiment of the brand and, if you start there, you 
can integrate all the digital aspects that are derived 
from the final product much more easily.

CPG companies should have a workflow solution 
that allows them to synchronize control of their 
artwork. The best way to do that is to develop digital 
brand content in tight integration with the same 
workflows used to create and manage artwork for 
the physical package.
 
You need to ensure only your latest, approved artwork 
is used for both your printed and virtual product. 
Consider specifying explicit standards for packaging 
on the digital shelf in your brand guidelines to promote 
consistency across all products. Conduct regular 
reviews online – and ask local affiliates to do likewise – 
to ensure these standards are being maintained.

There are several advantages, 
including greater agility and speed, 
greater efficiency and cost control, 
greater brand consistency, improved 
time to market, innovation and 
better compliance.
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Goodman Fielder, one of Oceania’s leading Food and 
Beverage brand owners, used Esko digital solutions 
to ensure that all specifications, images, content and 
concept files are stored in a controlled environment, 
allowing consistency across all channels.

Lorna Thomson, a Senior Brand Manager at Goodman 
Fielder, explains: “Esko provided a comprehensive 
consulting approach – they mapped our existing Brand 
and Packaging delivery process, deploying a solution 
which allows us to continuously improve the packaging 
experience consumers have with our products.”
 

“Esko’s solutions unite technology, people and 
processes to support your brand strategy and offer the 
consumer a coherent and consistent brand experience,” 
said Philippe Adam, Vice President, Global Marketing at 
Esko. “We offer a modular solution that provides control 
of brand assets across all channels and visibility and 
management of the product design process.”

Aligning your brand assets across physical and digital 
channels can be challenging. Esko can help you define 
what packaging management solution works for your 
organization and how it can be the beginning of a 
unified brand experience for your customers.

Want to learn more?
Talk to us at info.eur@esko.com or visit 
www.esko.com
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The gold standard: Apple  
Perhaps one of the most famous brands to ensure 
its physical and digital presence is aligned is Apple. 
They start with the physical product and spend a 
lot of time perfecting the packaging.

Indeed, a packaging designer at Apple spent 
months simply opening different box prototypes, 
with the aim to create one that elicits the perfect 
emotional response on opening. It has worked; 
there are around 3.5 million videos on YouTube of 
people simply “unboxing” their new products.

Apple has invested just as much time perfecting its 
online presence to ensure the quality is aligned. 

“It’s beautiful packaging – and a lot of people who 
buy Apple products don’t buy it in a store,” says 
Karstedt.  “They will get it online and they will buy it 
online sight unseen because the quality is a given. 
That product is packed in that beautiful box and 
quality is all over that product.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzJVPiEdTqE



