
Streamlining  
shrink sleeve creation
The global $3 billion shrink sleeve market is growing at 
about 7% a year, yet shrink sleeve production remains 
one of the biggest challenges in packaging for both 
designers and converters. 

Find out how to streamline your shrink sleeve creation.
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 | Shrink sleeves in 3D

The global $3 billion shrink sleeve market is 
growing at about 7% a year, yet shrink sleeve 
production remains one of the biggest chal-
lenges in packaging for both designers and 
converters. 

Historically, it’s a difficult, cumbersome pro-
cess--creating the correct amount of distor-
tion for shrink sleeves is complex, labor-in-
tensive, and typically requires a significant 
amount of trial and error to get the design 
right.

Enter 3D design technology 
for shrink sleeves 
If you thought that virtual 3D design tech-
nology for shrink sleeve labels was just a nice 
toy for packaging designers, think again. 

In fact, this software impacts the complete 
packaging development supply chain.

Brand owners, packaging manufacturers, 
label printers and finishers all benefit enor-
mously from the advantages of virtual 
models. 

It saves time and money throughout the pro-
cess making shrink sleeve design faster and 
results more precise, while reducing errors 
and improving communication on both 
sides. 

What’s more, virtual production makes 
the approval process quicker and easier 
because there is no need to create expen-
sive, time-consuming samples.
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 | Shrink sleeves in 3D 

Why work in 2D?
It makes little sense to work in two dimen-
sions when shrink sleeves are shrunk around 
three-dimensional, irregularly shaped 
objects.

It was this challenge that prompted Esko to 
create the 3D design solution, Studio Toolkit 
for Shrink Sleeves, part of the Studio 12 suite. 

Thanks to digital technology, everyone 
involved in the packaging supply chain can 
now participate in the virtual cycle. In addi-
tion to software for 3D packaging design, 
Esko also offers Studio Store Visualizer, 
which allows packaging to be realistically 
visualized in the retail environment. 

This smart and practical tool gives brand 
owners a means of seeing the actual effect 
of a new packaging design on the shelf. Does 
it stand out enough from competing prod-
ucts? Is the brand message recognized?
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 | Shrink sleeves in 3D

Studio Toolkit for Shrink Sleeves lets the 
designer create a shrink sleeve and then 
simulate the distortion that occurs on the 
3D object. 

Counter-distortion can also be applied to the 
graphic layout to compensate for the defor-
mities that take place during shrinking. This 
dramatically improves the design and pre-
press stages for single and multipack shrink 
films. 

The tool automates design and prepress 
for shrink labels in Adobe® Illustrator®. An 
on-screen preview shows how the design fits 
around the object when shrunk. 

No need for costly samples 
and manual shrink tests 
The software generates a grid for the shrink 
label based on the combined properties of 
the shrink film and the shape, size and struc-
ture of the packaging. 

Because the shrink film is designed on 
screen, there is simply no need for costly 
samples and manual shrink tests. Customers 
are usually amazed to examine a clear, accu-
rate design in real time on screen, and to be 
able to rotate it and flip it over. 

Design corrections can be implemented 
more quickly, less time and material are 
required, and errors and potential objec-
tions can be eliminated in advance.
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 | Shrink sleeves in 3D 

Astounding and predictable 
design results 
As a result, users can achieve astounding – 
and predictable – design results. The layout is 
shown in the correct, distorted proportions. 
The same applies to the binding contract 
proof, which also shows the distortion that 
will occur later in the correct proportions. 

The days when, for lack of time and budget, 
designers had to improvise, gluing the film to 
the object and then shrinking it with a haird-
ryer, can now be considered history. 

Work with Collada files
The basis for creating the shrink sleeve struc-
ture is a 3D file for the object. 

Studio Toolkit for Shrink Sleeves (like all 
Studio Toolkit applications) supports product 
structure file import, creation and editing 
and allows files to be saved or exported as 
Collada files (.zae or .dae), the most common 
open exchange format for interactive 3D 
applications.



 | 6 | 6

 | Accurate representation from 
barcode to structured coating

The 3D software shows all graphical and 
technical elements in exactly the right posi-
tion on the object. 

This is particularly important for orders 
involving millions of printed and shrunk 
films. The barcode must remain easily read-
able and must not be distorted to the point 
of not being recognized, or positioned on 
the closure. 

Spot errors early in 
the workflow
Errors and inaccuracies are often spotted too 
late with conventional production methods.  
Now, errors can be identified early on in the 
workflow and fixed right away.

The same applies to spontaneous color 
changes, which can be implemented in a 
matter of seconds, and finishing effects, 
which used to be impossible to visualize at 
the design stage: transparencies covering 
an entire beverage can or special coatings 
under the color, for example. 

Previously, these effects could only be 
shown on the printed proof or sample. Now 
the designs can be sent to the customer 
as a dynamic PDF file, allowing them to see 
exactly how far the design has progressed 
and check whether it is correct.
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 | Accurate representation from barcode 
to structured coating 

Printing effects 
visualized in real time 
This makes the process of designing a shrink 
label astonishingly simple. All effects used 
in printing and finishing can be visualized in 
real time on the 3D shrink sleeve. All further 
processing stages are shown in the correct 
sequence on the appropriate material. 

This not only shows the visual impression 
created, but also helps to establish whether 
the finishing effect is technically feasible.

Metallic inks, hot foils, stamping, multilevel, 
angled or rounded embossing, holograms, 
spot printing and other structural effects can 
be added in high definition with just a click. 
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 | Handling shrink distortion

Every piece of the shrink label production 
chain benefits from the 3D design process: 

 • the creativity of the designer
 • the brand integrity of the product
 • from the printer’s point of view, feasibility 

and practicality 

The idea, layout, prepress, construction 
design and preproduction of the construc-
tion design are all integrated in the design 
and preproduction stages. The benefits are 
especially evident in the prepress stage, 
where the layout, including all the necessary 
barcodes, logos and text, can be accurately 
represented. 

Individual color separations and areas of 
trapping must be defined in order to avoid 
blank lines on the printed label caused by 
the imprecise printing of touching colors. 
The tonal values for the grid representation 
of images must be precisely defined to pre-
vent disappointing surprises at the printing 
stage. 

Resolving distortion 
at the design stage 
Then it is time to work out the shrinkage 
that will occur when the shrink film is later 
applied to the product. 

The shape, color and design of the film need 
to be calculated in advance, to make sure 
they can still be easily read and recognized 
after the film has been tightly shrunk onto 
the object. 

This distortion must be resolved at the 
design stage. Consideration must also be 
given to the size and possible limitations of 
the printing plates, printing press and mate-
rial. The opaque white color and other effects 
must be kept separate from the other colors.
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 | Handling shrink distortion

Shrinkage & distortion: 
automatically calculated
Digital distortion at the repro stage is espe-
cially important when it comes to shrink 
labels. With the help of digital technology, 
even complex designs can be adapted early 
on to the changed shape of the film sleeve 
after shrinking. 

The degree of shrinkage and distortion is 
calculated automatically, including all the 
desired added effects. With just a few clicks 
the layout can be modified and shrunk: a 
virtual grid is accurately applied to the 3D 
model and then modified according to the 
specified distortion.
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 | 3D simulation - the competitive edge 

It isn’t just products and brands that are 
continually changing, but packaging and 
designs too – every three years, on average, 
for existing products. 

The growing number of product variations, 
combined with continued product improve-
ments, is forcing the packaging delivery 
chain to combine creativity with efficiency. In 
the face of general cost pressures this is, in 
fact, the only logical choice. 

But because every step in the process is 
necessary independently and cannot be 
omitted, these processes are increasingly 
being digitized. 

A valuable tool for 
the entire packaging 
supply chain 
3D tools for shrink sleeves allow the design 
to be optimally and effectively adapted to 
the end product. 

After all, no one wants a distorted product 
name or logo. This technology makes 
the transition from a simple drawing to a 
functional design solution faster and less 
expensively. 

In short, far from being a graphical toy, 3D 
design is a valuable tool for the entire pack-
aging supply chain.



www.esko.com

 | 3D simulation - the competitive edge

Esko’s solutions for 3D 
packaging design
Studio is a modular software suite that has 
been specifically developed for 3D pack-
aging design. 

Studio offers constructional design for any 
type of packaging, including boxes, plastic 
bags, labels and shrink films, as well as 
graphic design and virtual presentation. 

The seven modules are
 • Studio Toolkit for Boxes
 • Studio Toolkit for Shrink Sleeves
 • Studio Toolkit for Flexibles
 • Studio Toolkit for Labels
 • Studio Designer
 • Studio Visualizer 
 • Studio Store Visualizer

Studio Visualizer allows print and finishing 
effects to be viewed on the packaging in 
real time and with high graphic precision. 
This software component has been on 
the market for a number of years and has 
proved extremely popular, with over 1000 
installations. 

Studio Store Visualizer, jointly developed by 
Esko and VTales graphics, is a more recent 
product that extends realistic 3D visualiza-
tion to the retail environment. Users can 
view new and existing products in context, in 
the showroom or on the store shelf. 

For more information on Esko’s solutions for 
3D packaging design, visit 
www.esko.com/Studio.
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