
Divine design: 
how software is injecting 
creativity, speed and simplicity 
into packaging design
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For many consumer goods, the packaging of the 
product is at least as important as the product itself. 

Indeed, while there is a societal trend towards reducing 
the amount of packaging materials used, companies 
selling higher-end products seem to be bucking this 
trend, with ever more elaborate and sophisticated 
packaging. There is no doubt that packaging sells.

There are some famous examples of course – Apple’s 
sleek and satisfying packaging; Tiffany & Co’s 
appealing light blue boxes – but it is increasingly 
becoming a point of differentiation for all brands, not 
just those with high price points.  

Take Mast Brothers chocolate for example. Established 
in 2007 by two brothers in New York, the brand has 
broken through the intensely competitive chocolate 
market, at least in part due to it stylized paper packaging, 
created by the company’s in-house design team. 

Or Trunk Club, which hand-selects clothing for men 
and sends outfits in cardboard “trunks” that speak to 
the high-end style of its service. The company recently 
sold for $350 million.

These are the success stories, but the fact is most 
new products fail. Often this is because there is no key 
differentiating factor – or because consumers aren’t 
willing to give it the time to see if there is. Packaging 
can provide the instant appeal, the instant differentiator 
that could make all the difference. 

Good packaging offers a promise of quality. Research 
by Smithers Pira has shown that the packaging of a 
product is part of the brand’s image, which means it is 
important for the packaging to correctly represent the 
quality of the product and what it will deliver.1 

This is true whether the packaging is seen on the retail 
shelf or the digital shelf online. In the online space, 
products only have seconds to be noticed, and the 
next product is only one very easy click away. It is 
critical that product design stands out and conveys the 
product benefits in seconds. 

So how can brand owners ensure they are giving 
their designers the best chance of producing 
something that will stand out – both on the physical 
and digital shelves?

Here we look at how software used during the design, 
review and testing stages of packaging development – 
can unlock the key to something truly differentiated.
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Software is… 
crucial for creativity    
Consumer goods packaging needs a creative 
edge – something to make the brand stand 
out, whether in the color, pattern, shape or feel. 
Designers today are more creative than ever 
with access to the best and most powerful 
software tools to support their job.

Packaging design software can now realistically 
model the end product from any substrate, 
color, printing methods and materials. This 
includes more complex materials such as 
metallic and foils and finishing methods such 
as varnishes and embossing. Visualizing this 
hyper-realistic on a screen in 3D makes an 
enormous difference for designers.

With modern software, designers can easily 
apply changes to the packaging container 
shape, functionality and appearance. Popular 
packaging 3D shapes can be accessed 
and download immediately. Or if something 
bespoke is required, companies like Esko also 
offer a 3D modeling service. Creating a box, 
bag or label that fits the product exactly is just 
a few clicks away. 

With the latest software, designers can 
work faster and more creatively. They also 
find that the artwork they are delivering is 
technically more correct, which ensures the 
creative designs aren’t compromised during 
production. Using design software with 
accurate “screen to press” capabilities allows 

packaging designers to iterate as much as they 
want with a full palette of options to stretch 
their creativity. 

It also produces a safe place to “fail”. All 
designers know that finding the right design 
is a process, with many steps along the way. 
Using powerful design software, variants and 
wild ideas can be developed and visualized 
quickly to prove or disprove a concept, 
allowing ideas to “fail fast”, driving much more 
creative packaging.

Interbrand, one of the world’s largest brand 
consultancies, chose Esko Studio and 
Visualizer to allow their artwork professionals 
to work in a 3D environment. “We have 
projects where we have saved a week of 
work because at the early design stages we 
created a face panel with a special effect,” 
said Jack Hinkel, Interbrand executive director 
of implementation. “It helped get us to the 
decision much quicker, especially when spot 
varnishing and embossing adds so much time 
to the cycle. If you can make the decision early 
on — for example, no embossing — the entire 
production schedule changes because the 
supplier is not ordering an embossing plate.”

Flat packaging files can be virtually “folded” to create 3D versions, viewable 
from all angles, to assess appeal and correct placement of graphics.

3D packaging files can even be placed into virtual displays to better understand 
how the consumer will interact with your products in the retail environment.
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Software to… 
revolutionize reviews 
Consumer brands not only need to set themselves 
apart, but to take a product package from concept to 
shelf as quickly and as smoothly as possible. 

Review stages are typically a major stumbling block to 
this. Producing consumer goods packaging versions 
for review can be very expensive and time consuming – 
from both a prototyping and testing standpoint, as the 
print runs are short and the treatments were expensive 
and time consuming.

By using software that simulates the actual packaging 
and provides it in 3D and in the correct environment 
and lighting for review, companies can speed the time 
to final design and cut out many iterations. There is no 
more need to cut, fold and glue print-outs all the time 
because the software allows reviewers to simply see 
the 3D package on the screen.

 “The beauty of Studio is that we can take a box 
and make it interactive,” said Hinkel. “Instead of 
printing and testing designs again and again to 
see if they work in 3D, Studio, a plug-in for Adobe® 
Illustrator®, lets us adapt the design to the drawing 
in 3D and see if it works. It’s an easy step to convert 
the design to a live, interactive file. I can take any 
blueprint and identify what is a cut and a fold,” he 
adds. “It’s the same with flexibles. We can make an 
interactive bag to wrap graphics.”

Companies may still make conventional mock-ups, but 
they will be significantly reduced in number by using 
faster and cheaper virtual mock-ups.

This brings considerable savings, both in time and in 
budgets. It can cost tens of thousands of dollars to 
produce prototypes for just one new package design. 
Ultimately, virtual prototypes aid the creative process 
and minimize prototyping.

In addition, using digital packaging management 
systems brings control and visibility to the entire review 
process. This helps in further driving quality assurance, 
regulatory compliance and security, especially for 
pharmaceutical or food and beverage products where 
content is critical.

3D design software today makes it possible to visualize not only the printing but also finishing and embellishing in hyper realistic 3D, 
better highlighting unique design elements and speeding review cycles
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The real-time rendering reaches an unmatched level of 
reality. It is all in the details: the shadows at the back 
of the shelves; the small randomness when placing 
products on the shelf; the many materials and print 
effects. The animation and physics add even more 
realism. Walk through the aisles, pick up items, and 
see them bump into each other.

The virtual products can link straight into your design 
or manufacturing data. And you can very quickly swap 
them with different variations.

But do the experiences really compare? Research has 
been conducted comparing the process of measuring 
consumer attention in a virtual environment vs a 
physical environment. Gaze data, travel time, purchase 
decision and presence survey scores demonstrated 

Software will… 
transform testing    
It is in the store that a product needs to communicate 
the brand and attract customers. So, what better way 
to predict the success of a new design than to visualize 
it in a store environment, next to its competition?

With the latest software, brands will do exactly that. 
Real-time virtual reality technology can visualize new 
and existing products in a store. With these visuals, all 
the stakeholders can assess the shelf appeal upfront. 
That way they make the right design decisions upfront 
on color, shape, materials, artwork and shelf layout.

Executives and customers then view this in a flat 
screen or even immersively using virtual reality to see 
what draws them in – without needing the space and 
cost to outfit an actual store on-site.

the feasibility and comparability of gathering valid 
results from a virtual store context.2

Virtual packaging can also be useful for selling items 
on the digital shelf. Companies can provide the virtual 
experience to online retailers to help them convey the 
quality and value of their product. Products need every 
competitive advantage to demonstrate quality in the 
digital marketplace.

The virtual environment also allows full visibility of 
ingredients on products – which can be very important 
for some people purchasing items such as perfumes, 
creams, lotions and other materials that are applied 
to skin. Many retailers don’t post ingredients or only 
post partial lists – 3D packaging files provide all the 
information required. 

Visualization now has sophisticated rendering details such as realistic shadows, lighting effects appropriate to the finishing on the 
packaging for more accurate consumer testing

Products can even be virtually picked up and handled to see 
all aspects of the package -- research shows a comparable 
experience for consumers and valid test results for brands.
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Make your brands stand 
out with divine design   
All of this adds up to a process – from initial creative 
design through to placing the product in a virtual 
store next to its competitors – which allows maximum 
creativity while instilling money and time-saving 
efficiencies. 

It is essential that companies utilize such software to 
maximize their packaging design, which can make or 
break a brand. 

Getting your packaging design process absolutely right 
can be challenging. Esko can help you with a range of 
software solutions that will work for your brands.

Want to learn more? 

Talk to us at info.eur@esko.com  
or visit www.esko.com
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Virtual testing can be done within a real store environment and show your products against those of a competitors – realistically 
mimicking a true retail environment at a fraction of the cost.

http://www.esko.com

