
   Smithers Pira White Paper 

www.smitherspira.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Digital print for packaging: 4 ways brand 

owners are driving market demand  

 

 

 

Smithers Pira   the worldwide authority on the packaging, paper and print industry supply chains 



P a g e  | 2 

 

 

Introduction 

Digital print for packaging and labels is a fast-

changing market, predicted by Smithers Pira to 

continue growing over the next few years. As a 

result, many equipment suppliers are 

developing digital equipment for the 

mainstream packaging market. There are 

various trends that are driving forward the 

market of digital print for packaging, for 

example the development in technology is a 

key driver, and brand owners in particular are 

driving growth. 

Brand owners are used to differentiating a 

seller from its competitors, and packaging can 

provide brand owners and retailers with an 

opportunity to promote brand values and 

enhance consumer experience. The demands 

that brand owners and retailers have for their 

packaging include the packaging being fit for 

purpose in terms of strength, resistance, and 

shape; the acceptability of the quality of the 

graphics for the consumer to maintain the 

brand image; the ability of the design and 

graphics to promote sales and provide 

information to the consumer; and the ability of 

the packaging to perform in the filling line, 

through any distribution systems, in the retail 

outlet, and finally at the consumer level. 

Digital printing may be seen as an effective 

way to meet some of the demands brand 

owners have for their packaging. Difficulties 

arise, however, due to brand owners typically 

being made up of many different departments, 

with varying demands and opinions on the 

best strategy to maximise profits. Marketing 

departments will be attracted by the 

expansion in marketing opportunities 

accessible through digital printing, such as 

versioning, targeted marketing, 

personalisation, customisation, regionalisation, 

special editions, consumer empathy, and 

interactive packaging such as QR coding. Other 

departments may be less keen, as they may 

have to bear the costs imposed by switching 

their strategies towards digital printing. Legal 

departments may have concerns over version 

control due to content being variable under 

digital printing. Financial departments may fail 

to see justification for the higher unit costs of 

digital printing compared to other more 

traditional printing methods. Designers and 

purchasing functions may have concerns over 

the additional workload they will face and the 

potential consequence of having to learn new 

production methods, possibly increasing the 

risk of errors. 

Despite these complications, digital printing 

for packaging is nevertheless on the rise, 

driven by the benefits that it presents to brand 

owners. 

There are four key ways in which brand owners 

are driving demand for digital print for 

packaging: 

① Added value 

② Personalisation 

③ Brand protection 

④ Flexibility  
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① Added value 

Brand owners demand differentiation. In 

addition, they desire increased brand 

recognition, brand awareness and consumer 

assurance – all factors that digitally printed 

packaging can help influence. As a result, a 

number of innovative digital tools have been 

developed to meet brand owner requirements. 

Scodix, based in Israel, has developed digital 

technology that creates eye-catching effects, 

through embellished print and added value on 

labels. The techniques applied by Scodix result 

in effects that have tactile properties beyond 

plain planographic print. 

One of Scodix’s specialised machines, the 

Rainbow, is a digital glittering station that 

prints glitter on selected areas, to create what 

Scodix describe as ‘a sparkling, shiny 

experience that brings the glamour of 

glitter in graphic communications to 

digital printing.’  

Scodix is planning on using these machines for 

carton packaging, in order to provide 

attention-grabbing decoration for high-value 

products and cosmetics. These effects provide 

added value to packaging, creating real brand 

differentiation.  

Other printers are developing capabilities in 

digital print, and capturing the interest of 

brand owners in doing so. Screen’s Truepress 

L350UV digital label press has the ability to 

print on a wider range of substrates with very 

vivid ink, including an opaque white; this 

results in a tactile feel and effective visual, 

which is suitable for health and beauty 

products, as well as industrial applications. 

New categories of digital packaging press are 

expected to come on to the market in 2015, 

following a bumper year of development in 

2014.  HP leads the market with Indigo narrow 

web presses, joined by the larger format 20000 

web press for flexible packaging, and the 

sheetfed 29-inch 30000 machine for cartons.  

The digital packaging sector is probably the 

most dynamic part of the whole printing 

industry, with equipment, software and 

consumable suppliers vying to provide new 

solutions to make inroads into the analogue 

dominated sector.  In the US and Canada in 

2014 digital label printing was 11% up in value 

over 2013 excluding the effects of inflation – 

with another 17% predicted in 2015, as more 

powerful digital and hybrid presses come on 

stream.  
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② Personalisation and versioning 

Personalised packaging, although still a very small niche, is a hot trend 

in the current packaging market. Some brand owners have already 

demonstrated the ability to more directly engage consumers via 

personalised print – and many others are exploring the opportunities 

for similar approaches. 

Personalised packaging is popular among brand owners not only 

because they can have more direct contact with consumers, but also 

because it can create consumer empathy, in that consumers can get a 

sense of brands making the effort to build a relationship with them on 

an individual level. 

Digital printing enables personalisation of products, in that designs can 

be varied from product to product, in a way that would be otherwise 

unachievable using traditional printing methods – for instance, due to 

high costs of replacing printing plates. Personalisation requires short 

print runs, an area where digital printing excels. 

Digital printers are changing their workflows to meet the demands of 

brand owners, who demand more functionality and innovation. 

At Ipex 2014, Xeikon announced its collaboration with Belgian toy 

manufacturer Clic; together they have created a new workflow 

demonstrating that personalised packaging with the Xeikon 3500 

digital press is a cost-efficient, high quality and format-flexible process 

that can be used for short-run and personalised folding cartons.  

“With brands keen to offer a wider number of versions and 

generate more specific campaigns, short-run packaging 

capabilities – with the same high quality – become more 

attractive.’ Jeroen Van Bauwel, Xeikon’s director of product 

management 

 

Various brand owners are experimenting with the idea of personalised 

packaging. For example, Lindt enables consumers to personalise the 

packaging with a name and a message; and Heinz allows consumers to 

personalise a ‘Get well soon’ message on their tinned soup.  

The most well-known personalised packaging campaign in the current 

market is Coca-Cola’s ‘Share a Coke with…’ campaign, in which cans 

and bottle labels were personalised with popular names in regional 

markets (see case study, page 5). This campaign secured substantial 

consumer engagement and large-volume sales, according to Coca-

Cola. While the high-volume demand meant that the bulk of the 

printing was actually accomplished using sheetfed offset, the 

campaign nevertheless highlights the benefits of personalised 

packaging well – a trend that, in many cases, will fit well with digital 

printing’s short-run capability. 

Due to the benefits that it offers, brand owners are increasingly 

demanding more personalisation of packaging; as digital printers meet 

their needs, brand owners are driving the demand of digital printing.   
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Case Study: Share a Coke 2014 

After the success of its ‘Share a Coke’ 

campaign in 2013, Coca-Cola extended the 

campaign in 2014, continuing to emphasise 

the marketing potential of personalised 

packaging in connecting a brand and the 

consumer. In 2014 the campaign expanded 

the range of names featured on its 500ml 

bottles in the UK to 1,000, which Coca-Cola 

claims covered over 80% of the UK population, 

with personalised labels appearing on regular 

Coke, Diet Coke, and Coke Zero brands. 

The campaign was supported by additional 

web-based content, including opportunities 

for customers to engage in activities such as 

sharing a ‘selfie’ with one of the special bottles 

and sharing a virtual Coke with a friend via 

Facebook. 

The key to the success of Coca-Cola’s 

campaign is the ability to print personalised 

labels effectively and then deliver the bottles 

in mixed batches to retailers, so that each 

retailer presents customers with a range of 

different names.  

The labels are printed using a combination of 

conventional – central impression (CI) flexo 

and gravure – and digital print processes. After 

extensive research, Coca-Cola chose the HP 

Indigo digital printing process to produce its 

labels. The print presses are capable of 

handling caveated biaxially oriented 

polypropylene (BOPP) films that produce the 

label without damaging them. 

Coca-Cola’s campaigns have revolutionised the 

use of personalisation, moving it from novelty 

campaigns to become a central part of many 

marketing efforts. At the same time, Coca-Cola 

has also helped define a role for digital 

printing in personalised packaging production. 

 

Amberley Labels was Coca-Cola’s sole partner 

in the UK to produce the personalised labels. 

Amberley’s sales director Graham Backhouse 

says: 

‘[The Coca-Cola] project has exploded 

the myth that digital print is only 

suitable for short-run production. 

Amberley has proved it has the 

capability to customise labels in high 

volumes using our HP Indigo press, 

while achieving the colour consistency 

and quality demanded by a major 

global brand owner. This project 

highlights new possibilities for 

promotional campaigns for using 

customised packaging and labels to 

engage with consumers. We expect to 

see many other companies exploring 

this opportunity.’ 
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③ Brand protection 

Security is a key driver for the adoption of digital labels and packaging. 

High-resolution electrophotography allows microtext designs, hidden 

text and guilloche patterns. There are UV fluorescent toners and inks 

with specific taggants for specialist applications. These technologies are 

continually being developed, and the quality is improving. 

Over the next few years digital printing has the potential for higher 

resolution from inkjet, while new toners and inks will provide new 

security features for anti-counterfeiting and brand protection. 

In terms of track-and-trace, there has been increasing legislation for 

tracking individual packs for pharmaceuticals. Going forward there is 

potential for end users to validate the pack, with QR code recognition 

on smartphones making the process quick and easy. 

Opportunities for brand protection and security to be included in 

packaging have been opened up through the development of 

conductive inks. The conductive ink market is set to develop rapidly in 

the next few years. New generations of conductive inks – especially 

advanced digital inks based on materials such as carbon, silver, gold, and 

palladium – will present new opportunities for device construction and 

performance.  

In an alliance between T-ink and Sun Chemical, conductive inks have 

been developed to replace RFID codes at a fraction of the cost, offering 

enhanced security compared to QR codes. T-ink is using conductive inks 

to develop technologies such as TouchCode – which, among many 

applications, provides product verification and brand protection.  

The conductive inks sector is reliant on the development of various 

production processes and Roy Bjorlin, commercial director of 

electronic materials at Sun Chemical, suggests inkjet will be one of 

the most important printing processes. Bjorlin says that electronic 

packaging, including smart labels, will be one of their major focuses.  

Digital printing technologies can therefore give brand owners access 

to better security and brand protection, and thus the demand for 

improved security and brand protection is a key driver for the 

adoption of digital printing by brand owners. 

Some more conventional brand protection technologies have 

progressed from the other direction, towards becoming compatible 

with digital print. Brand protection technology supplier Leonhard 

Kurz, for instance, has announced that its Kurz Digital Holo foil is 

now a brand protection for even small print runs. 

“‘With Digital Holo, Kurz is able to offer holograms for 

optical security features, even for small print runs. These 

are holographic design elements with images that 

change appearance as their position changes. Various 

design options are possible to strengthen brand identify 

and demonstrate the authenticity of a product. These 

include; the customer’s logo, image flip, colour 

separation, hidden images, nano-text and QR codes.” 

Sonja Steffl, project manager for digital metal at Kurz 
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④ Flexibility 

Brand owners increasingly require more flexibility when it comes to the 

printing of their packaging. This flexibility refers to having more time, 

saving costs and having more creative ability. 

As noted earlier in this paper, a variety of requirements are increasing 

the demand for short-run printing, which itself is an important driver for 

the adoption of digital printing technology. Digital printing is meeting 

this demand by delivering short runs rapidly and at a lower cost, 

allowing brand owners to keep up with market trends. 

Print firm Landa has created the Nanography process, which it hopes 

will bring digital print into the mainstream for packaging production. 

Due to its flexibility, the process aims to meet brand owner demands 

and potentially drive growth of digital print for packaging after its launch 

in 2015.  

Nanography, an indirect inkjet process, uses water-based polymer 

ink pigments, which are deposited in nanodroplets. The 

nanodroplets adhere to any surface, with the thinnest ink coverage 

of any print process. The nanodroplets dry before they contact the 

substrate and can be used on any type of material in a process at 

very high speeds. The ultra-sharp dots produced offer an extremely 

high level of uniformity and colour performance, combined with high 

abrasion resistance. The volume of ink required is much smaller too, 

significantly lowering the cost of consumables, although there is 

some debate about this. 

The flexibility of the Nanographic process will be a crucial factor in 

determining its market traction. The process has the potential of 

digitally printing on all manner of packaging materials and formats, 

at a significantly lower cost. At the same time it allows short 

production runs and facilitates personalised packaging runs, all with 

a quicker turnaround time, according to Landa. 

Screen’s Truepress L350UV inkjet label press provides another 

demonstration of how digital printing can give brand owners the 

flexibility they demand. Screen’s proprietary grayscale printheads 

deliver around 80 million droplets per second, allowing high-speed 

printing of up to 50m per minute (m/min) at a resolution of 600dpi; 

this enables throughput of 16.1m² per minute on a 350mm-wide 

substrate. Other digital print systems – such as the Domino N610 –

can compete with these figures and many firms have been increasing 

the speed of their digital print production. Such high-speed printing 

allows quicker turnaround times, which in turn offers greater 

flexibility. 
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As digital printing technology is evolving, there is an increasing demand 

from brand owners and retailers for digital printing methods, as they 

take advantage of the creative and production benefits that digital 

printing has to offer. 

 “While run lengths are decreasing, the number of label 

variants is increasing quite significantly. In just a year the 

number of jobs we handle has jumped from 800-1,000 a 

month to 1,500 a month, at an average run length of around 

300m each – although run lengths can go as high as 

10,000m. Our clients are constantly requesting faster 

turnaround times and, without digital printing technology, 

we could not meet these tight deadlines.” Tim Taylor, 

marketing manager of Screen Europe. 

More solutions are on their way to meet brand owners’ requirements 

from digital print for packaging. Landa, Canon Océ, Sun Automation and 

Bobst will have carton and corrugated equipment nearing commercial 

launch in 2015, and the following (drupa) year will also doubtless have 

new developments arriving. There will certainly be machines that get 

the right balance of quality, productivity (higher) and costing (lower) 

that allows buyers to accomplish new methods of connecting with 

customers. 

The evolution of digital printing labels facilitates more efficient 

production, and gives brand owners the flexibility to produce exactly 

what they want, when they want it. The increased flexibility digital print 

brings will allow brand owners to experiment and succeed in applying 

digital print to their packaging needs. 

 

Digital Print for Packaging 

The growth of digital print for packaging is continuously growing, in 

perspective of brand owners, these are the four key attributes that 

are driving their demand for this print process.  

 
For more information on how to purchase the report, contact: 

Bill Allen (EU/Asia)   Heather Adams (N/S America) 

E: ballen@smithers.com  E: hadams@smithers.com 

T: +44(0)1372 802086   T: +1 207 781 9632 The Future of Digital Printing for Packaging to 

2018 

The Smithers Pira report ‘The Future of Digital Printing for Packaging 

to 2018’ is available for purchase. 

Globally, the market for digital printed packaging and labels 

continues to expand rapidly, driven by run length reduction, last 

stage customisation, versioning and personalisation, environmental 

factors and more. Smithers Pira forecasts that digital print for 

packaging will more than double from $6.6 billion in 2013 to $14.4 

billion in 2018. The Future of Digital Print for Packaging to 2018 

provides a detailed explanation of these and other trends to give 

your business actionable insights into the industry's market over the 

next five years. Quantitative market sizes and strategic forecasts 

make this report essential for your business. 

 

For more information on the report click here 

https://www.smitherspira.com/market-reports/packaging/digital-printing-packaging-market-trends.aspx
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