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COVID-19: From impact to action 
in the packaging industry

The Covid-19 pandemic is having a devas-
tating effect on people, businesses and 
economies around the world. Fundamental 
cultural shifts are occurring in the way we 
live and work. From remote working to 
online shopping, ensuring new hygiene 
and safety protocols are observed across 
society has created changes in the way 
businesses operate in what is becoming 
known as the ‘new normal’. 

But what has this meant for the packaging 
industry? How does it need to respond to 
remain successful as the world changes? 
As the entire packaging supply chain comes 
under increasing pressure to adapt and 
deliver, we’ve gathered a range of insights 
from our customers around the world to 
compile in the articles contained in this 
e-book. We hope by doing this we are 
investing in the future of our industry to 
help us all move forward together. 

Covid-19 is changing 
consumer behaviors
In the first peak of the crisis, we saw the 
effects of panic buying and product range 
rationalization in many countries, as brands 
sought to manage their challenged global 
supply chains. This was combined with a 
dramatic growth in online shopping that 
drove ten years of e-commerce growth in 
an eight-week period. Today, 38% of UK 
consumers are now buying online at least 
once a week - in the US it is 26%, Benelux 
22%, Australia 21%, Germany 20% and 
Sweden 20%. Brands concentrated their 

efforts on core operations with skeleton 
teams, furloughing their marketing and new 
product development staff in favor of get-
ting the basics done. New product launches 
and range refreshes simply stopped.

The grocery industry, along with parts of 
the pharmaceutical and medical sectors, 
boomed. Consumers in lockdown had to 
return to traditional home cooking, radically 
changing the grocery purchasing trends 
experienced over the past fifteen years. 
As workers learned to operate remotely 
and restaurants closed, the foodservice 
industry faltered, food-to-go was a thing 
of the past, and consumers looked to local 
convenience shopping and online. The 
Non-Food and Personal Care categories 
dropped by up to 95% at the peak1 in Europe 
and consumers also became less brand 
loyal; they were buying on availability and 
then price, rather than quality and habit. 
The retail world has been changed beyond 
recognition and the packaging industry 
needs to respond.

The packaging industry 
is challenged
With food and drink representing over 
50% of global packaging demand, the 
packaging industry needs to react quickly 
to volatile demand patterns. At the height 
of the crisis, panic buying saw emptying of 
shelves resulting in conflicting demands for 
high-speed, short-run packaging production 
and the need for long runs of core products. 
Converters therefore needed to balance 

Fundamental 
cultural shifts 
are occurring 
in the way we 
live and work.

By Mattias Byström

https://www.episerver.com/reports/reimagining-commerce-report
https://www.episerver.com/reports/reimagining-commerce-report
https://www.episerver.com/reports/reimagining-commerce-report
https://www.smithers.com/en-gb/resources/2020/mar/smithers-forecasts-global-packaging-market-to-grow
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volume, speed and flexibility as the product 
mix shifted and material supply chains were 
disrupted with border closures. With stalling 
of some new product development programs 
driving demand for repeat work, and the boom 
in hygiene products, prepress service providers 
also became challenged to deliver. Unsurprisingly, 
sustainability dropped down the agenda for 
brands; the focus for everyone in the packaging 
supply chain was simply getting products to 
store and online as quickly as possible.

Managing the ‘new normal’
The resurgence of Covid-19 into a second peak 
in 2020 requires the packaging industry to 
remain agile and its clear that this ‘new normal’ 
will remain for some time. However, when 
Governments around the world can gradually 
relax the rules and shopping becomes a fun 
experience again, brands will pick up their known 
tools to fight for the consumer’s attention. New 
product launches will reappear and short run, fast 
turnaround work will be back driving business. 

But what does this all mean for managing the 
future? What have we learned during this period 
of crisis that we can now apply as the storm 
clouds move away? Our work now truly begins 
in articulating the lessons and translating them 
into actionable strategies to drive resilience, 
agility, flexibility and security into the future 
of global packaging supply chains.

At Esko, we believe this experience proves that 
digital transformation is the key to long term 
success. The good news is there are three 
simple actions everyone can take to get started: 
Digitize. Automate. Connect.

Please read on to discover more….

Mattias Byström

Group President
Packaging & Color Businesses

References:  1. Nielsen Weekly Covid Impact Report at week ending April 18 2020
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From Pace to Agility 
in Packaging NPD: 
The next frontier 
for brand success

2020 has been a year of tremendous consumer 
shift and brands are now seeking to adapt to 
what may become a ‘new normal’ in consumer 
trends. Pre-pandemic, consumers in general 
were driven by convenience, price, a newfound 
responsibility toward the environment and a 
sense of brand loyalty. Growth in e-commerce 
was certainly disrupting markets as smaller 
brands navigated away from the shelf and on to 
the screen to grab consumer attention. However, 
leading brands frequently remained focused on 
delivery of product refreshes, promotions, and 
ultimately extending their ranges to capture 
an extra dollar from their customers’ wallet. 
The game was pace and speed to market in 
securing share.

The Covid-19 consumer shift
…Consumers were locked down, businesses 
closed, and economies ground to a halt. With 
shopping in retail stores now compromised, 
consumers chose products based on availability, 
hygiene and price. They became open-minded 
in their purchasing choices; brand loyalty or 
habit no longer reigned supreme. In the United 
States, for example, 75 percent of consumers 
tried a new store, brand, or different way of 
shopping during the pandemic. 36 percent tried 
a new product and 25 percent incorporated a 
new private-label brand into their shopping. 
Of consumers who tried a different brand, 73 
percent also intend to incorporate these new 
brands into their routine. 

Consumers might be expected to gravitate back 
to their old behaviors as Covid-19 fatigue grows, 
but with the pandemic moving into its second, 
and potential third or fourth waves, this results 
in a highly unpredictable near term future that 
we all need to manage. Despite what might be 
some transient behaviors, brands now understand 
they need to satisfy consumers’ new needs as 
they evolve in the post-pandemic period. The 
question then becomes how can they quickly 
connect and deliver value in this new volatile 
and shifting retailing world? 

Packaging and retailing 
in the new normal
While the exact numbers may vary, several 
research studies assessing the importance 
of packaging in consumer sales indicate that 
at least 50 percent of the purchasing deci-
sion is related to the appeal of the packaging.  
Attractive packaging and appearance can make 
the difference between a person simply eyeing 
products on a shelf or online and enticing them 
to buy. From its color, shape, finish and perceived 

By Andy Warnement

Brands now understand they 
need to satisfy consumers’ 
new needs as they evolve in 
the post-pandemic period.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-consumer-goods-companies-can-prepare-for-the-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-consumer-goods-companies-can-prepare-for-the-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/redefining-value-and-affordability-in-retails-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/redefining-value-and-affordability-in-retails-next-normal
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262291170_Effect_of_Product_Packaging_in_Consumer_Buying_Decision
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262291170_Effect_of_Product_Packaging_in_Consumer_Buying_Decision
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quality to the information provided on pack and sustainability credentials, the 
brand image presented contributes to customer satisfaction and loyalty. It can 
therefore be assumed that if brands can flex and accelerate their packaging 
innovation to get closer to today’s immediate consumer needs, they are more 
likely to succeed in driving sales in the new normal. 

However, as brands remain operating with a combination of on-site and remote 
workers, the likelihood of slow product launches, lack of innovation, errors and 
waste could increase. Reliance on email, moving files around multiple locations, 
dealing with stakeholders 24/7, and responding to quickly changing consumer 
trends, can easily eat away at the product launch timeline when people and 
processes are disconnected. The key to driving agility, speed and responsiveness 
to change, is to digitize, automate and connect the new product development 
(NPD) process for packaging.

Andy Warnement

Vice President and General Manager

Brand Solutions

Discovering digital agility
Utilising software technology to drive standardization, automation and connectivity 
across people, processes and projects enables brands to get closer to immediate 
consumer needs and deliver product experiences that consumers have been 
sorely missing. Rebooting customer loyalty by delivering exciting campaigns 
linking 3D mock-ups of packs online, as well as right first time delivery of new 
products in-store, are enabled by design technologies such as Esko Studio 
and automation solutions like MediaBeacon and WebCenter; integrated digital 
solutions that streamline and accelerate the packaging development process. 
Connecting the NPD launch workflow across a brand, and its packaging supply 
chain, enables an organization to move to a more consumer-centric, innovative 
and agile operation.

We understand that 60 percent of brand CEOs intend to transform their orga-
nizations in the next few years. Many today are nowhere near realizing their 
vision of being truly responsive to their customers’ changing habits. They also 
recognize that utilizing data analytics can enable them to make faster and better 
decisions. The NPD process, therefore, needs to accelerate to respond, using 
agile methods to react quickly to changing requirements as the trends emerge.

At Esko, we understand the many and varied challenges of developing effective 
packaging solutions and we’re ready to support our customers with the next 
steps on their journey to digital transformation.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/completing-a-transformation-in-the-consumer-goods-industry
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/completing-a-transformation-in-the-consumer-goods-industry
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From first to fifth gear: 
Responsive packaging supply

By Charles Ravetto

While many business sectors closed their doors completely at the height of the Covid-19 
crisis, the packaging sector has been extremely fortunate. As a $900 billion global 
market, with heavy reliance on supplying the food and beverage industries, as well as the 
pharmaceutical and medical sectors, governments around the world ensured packaging 
suppliers remained open despite the disruption the world was enduring.

The Covid-19 packaging industry impact
With consumers initially panic buying, the key challenge for many trade shops and con-
verters was responding quickly to what became highly volatile demand. Pre-Covid, the 
packaging industry had grown used to delivering retail packaging with fast turnaround and 
decreasing run lengths, as consumer packaged goods (CPG) companies sought to react 
and change to different consumer trends. But this was different, this was new. Brands and 
their retailers were seeing empty shelves and customers moving online to secure supply, 
meaning packaging converters were now being asked for long runs of higher than normal 
volumes and quickly!

Brands and their suppliers also suffered from insecure supply chains. China closed its doors 
impacting industries around the globe and customers struggled to secure reliable supply 
as borders closed. The global packaging supply chain was being challenged to recharge its 
capabilities to support new needs and react quickly and efficiently to the problems posed.

The question today is whether the packaging 
industry has indeed secured opportunities from 
this shift in focus toward speed and availability? 
And whether market structural change – more 
connected factories closer to product production 
sites – could drive the supply chain flexibility 
clearly needed now?

Is digital transformation 
the path forward?
It may be obvious those businesses that suffered 
in the pandemic may now be available for sale 
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and market consolidation will occur as a natural result. However, the overriding feeling is 
that those packaging organizations that have embraced the need for speed – digitizing 
their workflows from artwork to shelf to gain advantages in productivity, accuracy and lead 
times – are set to reap the benefits in the new market normal.

Unlocking the benefits of digital transformation enables packaging suppliers to build both 
flexibility and resiliency into the supply chain. Done right, transformations can have an 
impact on both the top and bottom lines in as little as three months.

While today’s immediate needs may be simply supply, the next focus for converter CEOs 
and their management teams is addressing how they can build connected organizations 
that are more flexible and responsive to change, enabling them to drive competitive 
advantage. This means overarching reviews of entire business workflows. From increasing 
flexibility in load balancing across multi-site operations to complete analysis of people, 
processes, assets, and technology, leaders need to assess the fitness for purpose for 
whatever the ‘next normal’ becomes.

This strategic planning is all about managing risk to ensure that a business isn’t relying 
on ‘the way we’ve always done it’ and truly analyzing where digitization, automation and 
connectivity can take the organization next.

New industry and business models
A view we have discussed at length at Esko is whether packaging 
companies will ultimately become central data intelligence hubs 
supporting a number of distributed manufacturing sites, as close 
as possible to CPG production lines. Supported by remote workers 
– CAD designers, customer service teams, estimators and prepress 
operators – it seems feasible that the overall costs of production will 
lower and service levels accelerate with this new way of thinking. 

Notably, in the 2008 global recession, the top 20 percent of business 
performers reduced costs more quickly and were faster to invest 
as the economy recovered. At Esko, we therefore believe that the 
time for action in the packaging industry is now. Reflecting our 
view, during a recent quarterly earnings call, Microsoft CEO Satya 
Nadella said, “We’ve seen two years’ worth of digital transformation 
in two months. The quarter is the new year, and the fastest will win.”

Achieving fifth gear
At Esko, we are already delivering the technology to make digitization, 
automation and connection a reality for the packaging industry. 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/the-great-acceleration
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/the-great-acceleration
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/getting-ahead-of-the-next-stage-of-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-consumer-goods-companies-can-prepare-for-the-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-consumer-goods-companies-can-prepare-for-the-next-normal
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-consumer-goods-companies-can-prepare-for-the-next-normal
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Solutions such as Share & Approve and Automation Engine enable 
packaging converters to drive accuracy, efficiency and speed to 
market in their businesses.

Whether faced with bottlenecks caused by unclear design briefs, 
or delays caused by drawn out approvals processes, WebCenter is 
helping converters to meet these challenges head on. New requests 
can be initiated faster, with more quality and lead times can be 
reduced by up to 50% with half the resources utilized. 

Automation Engine - the workflow server which delivers improved 
quality and increased productivity while reducing costs – is available 
as an entry-level version or a completely bespoke setup, meeting 
specific demands of individual businesses. Moreover, the cloud 
connector for Automation Engine even provides capability for 
converters to move jobs from one production plant to another to 
better balance workload and manage team capacity; something 
that has proved critical during the last year.

On top of this, we recently launched a detailed program, The Digital 
Maturity Model for Packaging Suppliers, to support our customers in 
strategically leading out their digital transformation. Developed as 
a result of analyzing hundreds of customers’ operations worldwide, 
the model addresses leadership concerns and workflow steps 
across every area of a packaging and print business to enable 
our customers to develop their own roadmap to digital maturity. 

It is inevitable that the pandemic will lead to recession in many 
countries and, despite the relative stability of packaging demand 
even in economic crises, lessons have been learned. At Esko, we 
believe we collectively need to work together to ensure the future 
flexibility and responsiveness to drive resiliency into our industry.

Charles Ravetto

Vice President & General Manager
 Supplier Solutions
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From control to confidence: 
Automating print quality    
management for the new normal

By Roy Porat

As the saying goes, the definition of insanity is ‘doing 
the same thing over and over again and expecting a dif-
ferent result’. In managing print quality, many of us can be 
guilty of this. We believe time and again we have set all the 
parameters correctly to deliver perfect production, only 
to discover faults when the run is complete. From worn 
out plates to registration issues, what can start out as a 
small issue at the start of a print run can quickly grow into 
a major problem when not managed effectively. In addition, 
quality in packaging production still often depends on the 
skills of the individual press crews, largely due to lack of 
standardization. The morning shift and the evening shift can 
therefore produce different results under similar conditions 
and identical equipment and consumables.

For example, in a recent study assessing data from 13,000 
production rolls of more than 35,000,000 meters of print, we 
identified that 28% of the products shipped to brands were 
out of color specification for half of the roll, not just in a small 
part; the industry accepted standard being ΔE < 2. So how 
can brands be assured that they are getting the right color?

We know that we can only control what we measure. However, 
if the print quality inspection process is left to ad hoc data 
points from the press during production, or even after the job 
is completed, the printer can be left with escalating waste 

and costs that reduce profitability or even worse, lower 
customer satisfaction.

Managing the variables
Creating a competitive edge around print quality in today’s 
fast paced industry can be a challenge. Every brand owner 
has a different threshold of expectation and every printer has 
different presses, people and processes to manage. This can 
make the number of variables expand exponentially when looking 
to gain control of print performance 24/7, 365 days per year.

On top of this complexity in 2020, printers have had to cope 
with fallout from the Covid-19 pandemic. Whether having 
remote working employees, staff absenteeism due to ill 
health, or too much or too little demand as a result of shifting 
consumer buying habits, printers are under pressure to 
deliver. Accordingly, some companies with depressed sales 
have sought to secure sales in alternative print markets to 
support their bottom line. For example, while packaged 
food and pet care products have fared fairly well during the 
crisis, sales of cosmetics and apparel have fallen over 50% 
in some countries. As printers try to shift markets, working 
with new customers, materials and print specifications 
can further stress the print quality management process.

11% of ΔE > 3

3% of ΔE > 4
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https://www.criteo.com/blog/coronavirus-shopping-trends/
https://www.criteo.com/blog/coronavirus-shopping-trends/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-covid-19-is-changing-the-world-of-beauty
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/how-covid-19-is-changing-the-world-of-beauty
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For packaging printers to move from simple 
control to confidence in delivering consistent 
print quality across their operations – jobs, 
presses, and locations - means investing in 
a fully automated print inspection system. 
This strategy though, isn’t simply about 
placing an inspection device at the end of 
a press and monitoring production in iso-
lation. Capturing competitive advantage by 
ensuring the delivery of consistent quality 
means digitizing, automating and connecting 
the entire print quality workflow from brand 
artwork to printed pack delivery. 

The brand challenge
Today, brands are seeking consistent color and 
print quality across their packaging ranges, 
irrespective of supplier, location, material or 
pack type. In the new normal, printers that can 
respond effectively to this requirement will 
thrive and grow. Outdated modes of operation 
or communication processes – moving files 
by email or with manual interventions in the 
quality management process – hinder response 
times, customer service and speed to market, 
as well as diminish the chances of success in 
delivering consistent quality. By minimizing 
inconsistencies in color and print quality 
thereby eradicating errors and waste, printers 
can truly step up to the demands of the new 
normal and in this process, even become a 
preferred supplier to their customers. The 
print inspection system becomes a record 
of quality that can be communicated to the 
brand, providing proof of a 100% quality print 
run, time and time again. 

How do we move from 
control to confidence?
Gaining control means having the right stan-
dardized quality processes in place to ensure 
that consistent quality can be delivered, no 
matter where, when or who prints a job. The 
magic is in connecting seamless data and 
devices all the way from the brand, through 

the prepress process to the printer, and then 
on to fulfillment. Importantly, with pack-
aging printers expecting 14% of their skilled 
workers to retire in the next five to ten years, 
automating print inspection also simplifies 
the process enabling businesses to maintain 
their standards despite the skills-drain.

Working with a combination of AVT, X-Rite 
and Esko integrated hardware and software 
solutions, a bi-directional digital workflow is 
secured between each player in the packaging 
value chain to solve the print quality man-
agement challenge. First, AVT’s Spectralab 
in-line color measurement device sends color 
measurement data to the X-Rite ColorCert 
Suite. This solution initially defined color  
specifications and now enables comparison 
of the actual print run with a defined target.  
Press run data is collected to report on color 
performance for the brand. The brand is then 
able to develop a color scorecard and assess 
the color quality performance of its supply 
chain partners. 

Second, the integration of Esko Automation 
Engine, and AVT’s press workflow and print 
quality inspection systems, Helios for label 
and Argus for packaging applications, provides 
seamless data across the entire production 
workflow process. This connectivity enables 
right first time production, irrespective of 
press type, job or location. Delivering full 
print quality assurance, from color con-
trol and registration, verification of crucial 
graphics parameters, and bar code graphics 
to detecting critical defects and eliminating 
false alarms, the total integrated solution 
provides every player with invaluable insight 
into process control and capability.

In summary, digital integration across the 
packaging value chain enables visibility of 
both color and print quality performance, 
based on measurable and objective results 
to create real-time print quality control. The 
result is that brands have visibility of their 
print quality standards wherever they choose 
to produce, and printers can be confident in 
right first time delivery.

Roy Porat

President

https://www.packagingimpressions.com/article/strategies-addressing-workforce-challenges/
https://www.packagingimpressions.com/article/strategies-addressing-workforce-challenges/
https://www.packagingimpressions.com/article/strategies-addressing-workforce-challenges/
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From surviving to thriving: 
Flexo platemaking of the future

Latest reports estimate that the global 
value of the flexographic print market 
will increase from $167.7 billion in 2020 
to $181.1 billion in 2025, with a compound 
annual growth rate of 1.6%. Despite the 
disruption of the global Covid-19 pandemic, 
the large and growing flexo industry has 
moved forward relatively unscathed in 2020 
due to demand from the food, beverage, 
hygiene and healthcare industries that has 
continued unabated. However, one part of 
the printed packaging supply chain remains 
in flux – the prepress sector.

A circa $4 billion global market in itself, the 
role of prepress for packaging has changed 
dramatically over the years. Conventionally 
comprising a number of time-consuming 
manual steps, it has often been prone to 
errors and waste being a highly technical 
process. However, the advent of digitization 
of the workflow has seen the complex 
prepress function made relatively simple. 
But what does this now mean for the future 
of the sector?

Prepress operations – 
the squeezed middle
Today, the prepress function can be found 
in multiple locations. Some printers operate 
their prepress departments in house, 
keeping control of the reprographics and 
platemaking process to ensure it stays as 
close to the press as possible. Others rely 

on off-site trade shops to avoid non-core 
processes on site and to gain the benefits of 
specialization from the supplier. Technically, 
trade shops can achieve economies of scale 
in plate production and work with a variety 
of plate materials to provide the quality, 
flexibility and consistency required.

Powerful, large prepress focused com-
panies have emerged over the years that 
provide excellence in premedia services 
for their upstream brand customers and 
prepress services for their downstream 
printer customers. However, huge frag-
mentation remains in the market with 
many small trade shops servicing local 
packaging and label converters and often 
using outmoded technology.

The core challenge for both large and small 
prepress companies is the position in ‘the 
squeezed middle’ of the packaging supply 
chain. Brands are seeking outstanding 
graphics, consistency, speed to market and 
lower costs to enable them to compete in 
today’s omnichannel retail world. Printers in 
turn are suffering compressed margins from 
materials, labor and efficiency challenges, 
as jobs continue to reduce in run length and 
demand ever shorter lead-times. Everyone 
is looking to the prepress function to solve 
the problems, and yet, the platemaker is also 
subject to efficiency and cost challenges.

As platemaking margins have thinned, 
bankruptcy in the prepress industry has 
not been uncommon and it’s clear that, 

Everyone 
is looking 
to the 
prepress 
function to 
solve the 
problems.

By Jan De Roeck

https://www.smithers.com/en-gb/services/market-reports/printing/the-future-of-flexographic-printing-to-2025
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post-covid, more industry consolidation will occur. The pandemic saw brands reducing 
new product launches and stock keeping units (SKUs) to simply focus on getting product 
to shelf. This meant that new plate work was delayed for some prepress operators, while 
repeat work of existing jobs became the norm, possibly with additional price pressure 
as a result. The natural result of this shifting market dynamic is consolidation and the 
development of new business models that build resiliency, economies of scale and 
efficiency into the market.

The future of prepress
At Esko, we know that digitization, automation and connectivity of the prepress 
workflow is the key to thriving, not surviving, in the ‘new normal’. Digitally connecting 
brands to the prepress process enables swift decision making and eradication of errors. 
Automation of the plate making process, drives down costs, reduces waste and frees 
up human resources to more value adding roles in the business. Plate consistency and 
quality ensues, enabling the printer OEE to be maximized and delivery of outstanding 
print results to be the norm.

The reality is that the technology to achieve all of these things is here today. Solutions 
like Esko Crystal CDI, Crystal XPS, WebCenter and Automation Engine are already 
delivering seamless, efficient and streamlined prepress operations. Yes, there will be 
further automation and simplification of the prepress process in the future that enable 
robots to operate in lights out production halls feeding materials and moving plates. 
There will also be developments in wash out processes, materials and sustainability. 
However, the true breakthrough moment that will change the game (and the prepress 
industry!) is in the adoption of cloud-based technology. 

Discovering cloud freedom
The cloud enables the connection of all the players in the packaging supply chain 
irrespective of location and enables files to be moved around the globe - from brand 
to prepress to printer – with ease. This cloud-based operational freedom will make 
today’s market model redundant.  

In the cloud, easy access to systems to queue jobs makes seamless reprographics and 
plate production a reality. The need for local service disappears; the plate facility can 
be located next to the press and the reprographics is completed remotely. Alternatively, 
‘super’ trade shops will emerge producing plates for multiple artworking and reprographics 
businesses securing significant cost benefits in mass production.

At Esko, we often talk about automation creating ‘islands of success in a sea of waste’, 
if not addressed on an organization-wide basis. For multi-site packaging suppliers in 
today’s highly challenged industry, this is exactly the risk. Moving to cloud-based software 
and data management to support an overall digital transformation process is the key to 
building business resiliency and long-term success, as well as the future of prepress!

Jan De Roeck

Marketing Director

Industry Relations & Strategy
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From approximate to accurate:  
The data centric packaging business

By Danielle Sauvé

Despite the explosion in the amount of 
information now available to leaders in 
the packaging sector, a strong data-driven 
business culture still continues to remain 
elusive for many. Talk of software that 
enables data-driven decision making to 
streamline operations, improve productivity 
and reduce costs, while boosting quality, 
speed and customer service, has still not 
provided sufficient incentive for the majority 
to invest and move the dial on digitization.

Research by MIT professor Erik Brynjolfsson 
found companies that embrace data-driven 
decision making have output and produc-
tivity that is 5-6% higher than their peers 
and yet, the consumer packaged goods 
industry is way behind many other sectors in 
digital penetration according to McKinsey’s 
The Case For Digital Reinvention report.

So, what is holding our industry back? 
While brands and their supply chains ride 
out the many challenges of the current 
pandemic, wider regulatory pressures and 
customers’ increasingly nuanced demands 
mean packaging business and technology 
leaders need to rethink their business 
model principles. This is especially true 
for the management of data, if we are to 
truly thrive in the new normal.

At Esko, we see a range of bottlenecks in 
our customers’ data efforts that hamper 
the value they achieve. The most common 
issue we observe is disconnected systems 
recording data that is useful but fails to 
derive collective company-wide lessons 

to boost the performance of the overall 
business. A classic example of this is in 
the adoption of disconnected prepress 
software and management information 
systems (MIS). We know that the prepress 
process can be one of the most complex 
parts of the business operation, and yet a 
web-based packaging management and 
collaboration solution like Esko WebCenter 
is often operated separately. The company 
does not then accrue the many data visibility 
benefits of integrating the technology into 
the overall company MIS.

End of press inspection systems are another 
good example; these often focus on a single 
press providing data that the operator 
manages. However, an automated and 
connected inspection system like AVT Helios 
or Argus can provide site or company-wide 
data for true comparative analysis. They 
can also drive quality management systems 
for the customer with real-time reports 
feeding the brand’s supplier scorecard 
color or print quality program. 

This lack of automation and connectivity 
between departments, processes and 
devices inside the business, and indeed 
extending to customers and suppliers, 
limits the potential of the  organization to 
learn and adapt as the market outside shifts 
and changes. This means the business can 
also struggle to become a learning culture, 
evolving and adapting to trends, which is a 
critical capability today to build competitive 
advantage in high speed packaging and 
retail markets.

The key to 
moving from 
approximate 

to accurate 
management 

of the business 
lies in creating 

a single version 
of the truth.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1819486
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1819486
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-case-for-digital-reinvention
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-case-for-digital-reinvention
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Finally, then comes powerful process integration – con-
necting siloed people, processes and production assets 
– to solidify the data value and learning capability of the 
organization across departments and site locations, 
wherever they reside. In the packaging industry, this 
can mean linking the brand owner to a digital artwork 
and color approval process. In the supply chain accurate 
preflighted files are fed through the prepress stage and 
onto a connected production system, where output 
is constantly monitored. This data can then feed the 
customer again with useful information to showcase the 
business performance or learn important information for 
future jobs. Of course, the shipping and packing process 
can also be digitally integrated. 

In essence, creating a solid digitized, automated and 
connected packaging business foundation by investing in 
an integrated hardware and software workflow, enables 
leaders to establish the much sought after data-driven 
culture. Making the right decisions on time captures 
competitive advantage for long term business prof-
itability and growth. Enabling a culture of accuracy, 
responsiveness, quality and speed also brings benefits 
in resilience and flexibility, critical attributes required 
in times of economic crisis.

Danielle Sauvé

Vice President

Marketing

While shortsighted solutions to recurring problems often sabotage a company’s digital transforma-
tion, the key to moving from approximate to accurate management of the business lies in creating a 
single version of the truth, regardless of how many data systems and devices are installed. Creating 
one set of operating metrics enables the business leadership team to come together around one set 
of trusted statistics to drive decision-making. Then comes automation – removing labor-intensive 
tasks in design, prepress, administration and print production to free up skilled employees to carry 
out more value adding roles. 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/ten-antipatterns-that-are-derailing-technology-transformations?cid=eml-app
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/ten-antipatterns-that-are-derailing-technology-transformations?cid=eml-app
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From lean to green: 
How workflow efficiency 
creates sustainable 
packaging business
By Eddy Fadel

While sustainability and the environment have dropped down the priorities in the 
media during the Covid-19 pandemic, concern for the environment certainly remains 
at the forefront for consumers and governments alike. As such, there continues 
to be significant pressure on brands and their packaging suppliers to improve 
environmental performance credentials.

The starting point for many brands, when addressing their sustainability commitments, 
is often in reviewing their packaging format decisions. Can we adopt reusable or 
recyclable packaging or reduce our overall resource use? Huge time and effort is 
going into the research and development of new materials in the packaging industry 
today, for example the design of new monopolymer laminates for flexible packaging 
applications that are compliant with today’s recycling infrastructure. The challenge 
for the converter then becomes maintaining pack performance characteristics – 
barrier functionality and graphic impact – in other words, printability. Software 
technologies such as Print Control Wizard can quickly and easily optimize screening 
performance for new substrates, giving the prepress department full control over 
the flexo platemaking process. When combined with the CDI Crystal XPS, printers 
can deliver consistent high quality flexo print irrespective of substrate. But there 
is so much more that can be done in the drive toward sustainable business.

Value Stream Mapping – the key to productivity & sustainability
At Esko, we work with our customers – prepress and printer converters - to value stream map 
their operations in their bid to drive both productivity and quality. In the process, we help them 
to identify hot spots of waste across their workflow processes utilizing lean manufacturing 
methodology. Investing in digitization and automation technologies as an outcome of the value 
stream mapping exercise now serves both purposes: increase productivity and evolving towards 
a more environment-friendly production process.

‘Lean thinking’ analyzes downtime, idling of processes, over processing & production, unnec-
essary administration or repeat tasks, as well as quality defects and excess inventory issues. 
From start to finish, each business workflow step can offer opportunities for improvement 
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in speed and efficiency through automation, 
while also delivering a significant impact on 
the environmental performance of the business 
through waste reduction.

While tackling a company-wide waste assessment 
can seem overwhelming, automation offers a 
practical solution to improving environmental 
performance, with the added benefit of delivering 
a significant return on investment.

Delivering sustainability 
in prepress
Take the case of Esko Automation Engine, a 
modular prepress workflow automation software 
that automates tasks like preflighting, trapping, 
making proofs and generating reports. By auto-
mating these processes and removing human 
error, more jobs can be handled in less time, less 
mistakes are made, and downstream waste at 
the production stage is reduced.

As remote working has become more common 
with the impact of Covid-19, tools like WebCenter 
have come to the fore enabling teams to work 
collaboratively together, no matter where the 
individuals reside. No more jumping on planes 
and trains or driving for meetings, WebCenter 
offers data sharing and communication between 
all partners in the packaging supply chain. Working 
virtually, in real time, digitization and connectivity 
eradicates carbon-costly journeys and speeds up 
approval processes.

Even by using Esko Studio 3D packaging design 
software, drawing up physical designs and 

manually creating physical prototypes is elimi-
nated, again reducing errors and material waste. 
Realistic designs are created directly in 3D so 
customers can see what they will look like on 
the store shelf, without the laborious cutting, 
folding and printing processes to support the 
job. In addition, simultaneous reviewing and 
approvals can be carried out digitally making 
feedback easy and, once again, avoiding the 
need for physical meetings.

Minimizing waste in 
print production
For the printer, Equinox, a software technology 
that reproduces spot colors with a standard 
7-color process set, drives significant envi-
ronmental advantages in streamlining the ink 
inventory required for jobs. The number of inks 
is reduced enabling less make-ready and ink 
waste, as well as downtime for changeovers 
and cleaning. Once a job is running, then AVT 
automated inspection systems can deliver real-
time data on print quality performance avoiding 
long runs of waste material when quality defects 
emerge. 

While many automation technologies were first 
devised to create economic savings and boost 
productivity for prepress and printing organiza-
tions, it’s clear that the accuracy and efficiency 
they deliver also contribute to the development 
of more sustainable business performance. 
From minimizing resource use to driving down 
physical and energy waste, boosting digitization, 
automation and connection makes sense for the 
lean and green packaging business.

Eddy Fadel

Vice President

EMEA
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From measured to managed:   
Color consistency in the 'new normal'
By Cindy Cooperman

It is well known that the quality of a brand color and its packaging can have a huge impact on consumer 
sales. In recent studies, it has been shown that color can accelerate the learning, retention and recall 
of consumers by up to 78%. It also improves their comprehension by up to 73% and recognition by 
up to 87%. In addition, color drives motivation and participation, moving them to action by up to 80% 
and boosts the selling of products and ideas by 50% to 85%.1

In the current volatile market environment, effectively managing color can be critical to business 
success. As brands seek ever faster speed to market to respond to shifting consumer needs, they are 
seeking agile suppliers that can react quickly but importantly, maintain color quality and consistency 
to protect their brand image.

The color challenge for brands
Unfortunately for brands, there is often a limited vantage point to understand and control color 
right through a global supply chain process. Rising costs for packaging and label printing make 
errors increasingly more costly and frequently there is no control of artwork or color assets as 
these are controlled by the regional teams for execution with suppliers. These factors can make it 
difficult for brands to meet design objectives and deadlines particularly when managing projects 
across multiple supplier locations.

The color challenge for suppliers
For the packaging or label printer, the main issues remain in press 
stops and rework due to unclear color or tolerance specifications. 
They also suffer from duplication of entry data for quality control, 
low equipment utilization, tight deadlines due to late information, 
and poor planning. Of course, a particularly challenging issue in 
the Covid-19 pandemic is how to manage on-press approvals with 
customers.

Today, packaging management systems for many brands and their 
supply chains tend to be largely visual-based and by extension subjec-
tive and disconnected, leaving much room for error. Brand managers 
need to be able to take control of their color quality process instead 
of relying on costly third party systems. They need to be able to set 
clear, defined color specifications and suppliers need to be able to 
deliver on those standards in a clear and measurable way. 
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The solution: Digitize. Automate. Connect.
The solution to the color problem lies in digitization, automation and 
connection between brand managers and their packaging value chains. 
Brand managers can take control of the color process with solutions 
that help them define, implement, monitor, and report on print results. 
They can gain visibility to identify and correct bottlenecks quickly, 
retrieve control of artwork so there is flexibility to make changes in 
house, and ultimately drive pace into their launches while protecting 
brand color consistency.

For suppliers, they can complete packaging projects using the same 
systems as brands so they know they are aligned on expectations 
and can produce high quality color in the final packaging materials. 
Color data is pre-approved and ready to go avoiding manual entry and 
human error, objective scorecards eliminate the need for on-press 
visual checks and waste reductions in substrates and inks can be 
achieved from right first time production. Importantly, the need for 
on-press approvals is reduced, which can save up to 76% in travel 
expenses for press-trial runs and on-site press approvals, all while 
boosting health and safety in Covid-19 challenged work environments.

COVID-19: From impact to action in the packaging industry  

By automating the processes for packaging and color quality, brands and suppliers can align 
on specification and success for color. They can eliminate any discrepancies caused by using 
manual processes and the inconsistency of the human eye. 

Utilizing software, people and processes can be connected in order to create a truly efficient 
packaging workflow that includes color management. The digital ecosystem for both brands 
and suppliers can integrate and connect so that color is part of the overall process, right from 
the beginning when color palettes are initially created.

The digital color management ecosystem 
Esko, X-Rite and Pantone, bring an ecosystem of integrated hardware and software solutions 
to deliver the color coherence that brands are seeking. 

X-Rite offers color management products and Pantone is the standard reference for color. 
However, the story does not end with the design specification. Depending on the printing 
process and material, certain colors may not be achievable in production, so it is essential 
that the printer is given a realistic and achievable color target to produce. PantoneLIVE is 
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a database of achievable color standards, 
mapped to Pantone master colors. Brands 
can use PantoneLIVE to specify globally 
achievable and consistent color targets for 
their suppliers. X-Rite ColorCert software suite 
then provides tools for printers to measure 
their production, compare with the expected 
target and delivers live feedback on how to 
improve the result. It also includes a cloud 
based ScoreCard Server that is used to report 
the production results back to the brand in a 
clear and objective way in real time.

The missing piece is when the project gets 
sent to the printer. Brands need to know they 
are getting the color they have specified 
and suppliers need to be confident they are 
meeting those specifications. Since all of the 
color requirements are already stored in Esko 
WebCenter, the powerful web-based platform 
that manages packaging preproduction 
specification, approval and project lifecycle, 
this is where a new Color Trace module has 
been developed to implement automation 
and onward communication of this process. 

Color Trace structures collections of color 
specifications and communicates them auto-
matically to the supply chain via WebCenter, 
returning a scorecard for each job creating 
complete visibility for all. Now there is an 
approved digital color specification for each 
job, all it takes is a single click to load into 
the printer’s QC software, measure and check 
compliance. Reporting to the end customer 

is also automatic and information delivered 
on time now means better planning and fewer 
press stops can be achieved.

In summary
Through digitization, automation and connec-
tion, brands can develop and communicate 
clear color standards and tolerances for 
each product line or project. Everyone in the 
supply chain has visibility and clear scorecard 
metrics are available to manage supplier 
performance. Automated flows can minimize 
mistakes, reducing job creation costs, with 
clear approval flows for new inks leading to 
30% reductions in ink reformulation costs. It 
is also estimated that press approvals can be 
reduced by up to 50% saving $3000 per SKU.

For packaging suppliers, both time and manual 
work is minimized with ColorCert jobs arriving 
ready-made. Objective scorecards also sup-
port quality control with fewer on-press 
approvals wasting time and cost.

For brands and their supply chains to move 
from simply measuring color to managing 
it effectively — with quality and consistency 
across physical and digital channels — driving 
digital transformation must be the key to long 
term competitive success.

References: 1. Extracted from COLOR: messages and meanings by 

Leatrice Eiseman Published 2006

Cindy Cooperman 

Vice President

Global Strategic Accounts
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The Esko Innovation Hub
To learn more about Esko Automation Engine, WebCenter or Print Control Wizard, please 
visit the new Esko Innovation Hub.

The Innovation Hub is designed to provide users with a unique insight to the Esko Software 
20 portfolio of innovations in a virtual environment. Users can explore our latest integrated 
hardware and software solutions, accessing insights and technical information, as well as 
learn new ways to boost business productivity, efficiency and profitability.

Esko Digital Maturity Model
To continue your exploration of digital transformation, why not get 
started with the Esko Digital Maturity Model for Packaging Suppliers. 
Simply download the whitepaper here or take our test to quickly assess 
your current stage of digital maturity and what to do next.

AVT Automated Print Inspection Solutions 
To discover more about print quality inspection automation, please visit avt-inc.com 

Color Management Solutions & Services
To find out more about Color Trace – a module that implements a color workflow in WebCenter 
and connects with X-Rite ColorCert via the packaging process, please visit www.esko.com/
en/brandsolutions/color-trace to request a demonstration.

Alternatively, please visit the global leaders in color trends, science and technology at 
x-rite.com and learn more about PantoneLive at pantone.com

Discover more….

COVID-19: From impact to action in the packaging industry  

https://innovation.esko.com/en
https://www.esko.com/en/lp/dmm/dmm-whitepaper
https://www.esko.com/en/lp/level-up
https://www.avt-inc.com/
http://x-rite.com
http://pantone.com
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Belgium Kortrijksesteenweg 1095, 9051 Gent | Tel. +32 9 216 92 11 | info.eur@esko.com

USA 8535 Gander Creek Drive, Miamisburg, OH 45342 | Tel. +1 937 454 1721 | info.usa@esko.com

Brasil Rua Professor Aprigio Gonzaga, n° 78, 11° andar - Conjunto 113/114, 04303-000 - São Paulo | Tel. +55 11 5078 1311 | info.la@esko.com

Singapore 8 Changi Business Park Ave 1, UE BizHub East #07–51, South Tower, 486018 | Tel. +65 6420 0399 | info.asp@esko.com

Japan Telecom Center Building, West Wing 6F, 2-5-10, Aomi, Koto-ku, Tokyo, 135-0064 | Tel. +81 (3) 5979 6086

China Floor 1, #2 Building, 1528 Gu Mei Road, 200233 Shanghai | Tel. +86 21 60576565 | info.china@esko.com

esko.com

About Esko
Esko is a global provider of integrated software and hardware solutions that digitize, automate and 
connect the go-to-market process of consumer goods. Esko connects people, processes and tools 
to meet the needs of global brands and the people who trust them. 

Esko customers bring consumer products to life with accuracy, efficiency and speed. Packaging for 
9 out of 10 major brands is produced by Esko customers today. 

Headquartered in Gent, Belgium, Esko employs 1800 people worldwide with a unique focus on the 
packaging sector. Esko is a Danaher company.

To find out more, please visit esko.com

http://www.esko.com
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