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Sales strategy to promote digital packaging printing to 
brands 
 
Digital packaging printing is at the forefront of the minds of many digital production 
printer manufacturers.  Packaging printing is one of the few areas within printing that 
growth is assured.   Most digital packaging printers offered to date are used by both 
converters and sometimes brands for test marketing purposes and/or special promotional 
programs.  The most noteworthy example of a special promotional program has been the 
personalization of names on Coca-Cola bottles available at retailers, with more limited 
personalization programs offered by Mondelez (Oreo cookies) and Nutella through on-
line e-commerce orders. 
 
The benefits of digital packaging printing are well aligned between consumer brands, 
converters, and equipment manufacturers.    Consumer brands are interested in being able 
to provide faster turns on product introductions to maintain interest and gain market 
share; converters look to digital printing to reduce package printing waste for short-runs 
and to provide value-add through special programs including personalization, and digital 
printing manufacturers see packaging as a great frontier for growth. 
 
Figure 1    Alignment of stakeholders in digital packaging printing 

 
 

Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 
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But yet there is a challenge:  The brands don’t typically print, and typically aren’t 
interested in anything that is going to disrupt their processes.   Brands and converters 
have worked for years to create greater economies-of-scale to reduce cost, and short-runs 
by their nature are disruptive to the efficiencies of large economies of scale. 
 
To large brands, disruption includes any change in packaging material or print 
chemistries.   It takes large consumer goods manufacturers about 2 months to test each 
new package that is introduced.   It is a process that cannot be accelerated, and this makes 
it difficult to change packaging types.   Consumer brands run hundreds of different tests 
for a single package, including ink migration and ink adhesion tests.  For example, one 
test they run is to soak the package in a bath of water and soap.  After 24 hours, they then 
crinkle the package (to replicates squeezing out the content) to see if any of the print 
flakes off.    Add on top of these inconsistent requirements for color matching (some 
brands have non-negotiable requirements for matching within a certain Delta E 
specification spot colors, others are more flexible) and requirements for white ink (for 
high-value foil packaging, etc.), and the challenges of meeting big consumer brand needs 
with digital production printing become more challenging. 
 
The biggest challenge however is finding the “right fit” for digital packaging printing 
among brands.  This is where focus becomes very important.  Since digital printing is still 
early in the life cycle of meeting all the big brands requirements (including testing, 
offering sufficient production capacity, and cost), the most successful implementations of 
digital packaging printing have been in three areas: 
 
 Figure 2   Early success of digital package printing adaptation by brands 

 
Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 
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Small/Micro-bands 
Small/micro brands are small and medium companies in specialty food and beverage 
related markets like coffee roasters, organic foods, etc.   Specialty foods offer customers 
an additional value, which may be based on characteristics such as ethnic or cultural 
origin, extraordinary ingredient usage or innovative packaging. These products often 
command a premium price.  
 
Total specialty food sales amounted to about 120.49 billion U.S. dollars in the United 
States in 2015. Most of consumers purchased their specialty foods in mainstream stores, 
followed by specialty food stores and natural food stores in 2015. Based on retail-tracked 
data, cheese and cheese alternatives generated the largest amount of sales in 2015 within 
the category. The most recent consumer survey revealed that more people bought foods 
with an added value in 2016 compared to the prior year. Millennials were the most likely 
generation to try specialty foods in that year. The majority of shoppers reported that their 
purchase decision of specialty foods is highly influenced by their likeliness of trying new 
things. Exciting new food experiences and quality ingredients were also cited as key 
purchase factors. 
 
Those brands tend to be less concerned about having a perfect Delta E color match or 
high opacity white ink in part because they don’t often have experience with packaging, 
and in part because their brands are just being established and they can conform to digital 
printing capabilities.   They look to converters to guide them in terms of packaging 
availability, safety, and regulatory requirements. 
 

 
What sells small/micro brands on digital printing is the ability of 
converters who specialize in digital printing to offer: 
 

• Less than 10-day turnaround (and one day of someone 
urgently needs something) 

• No set-up cost for artwork, plates 
• No minimum order quantities 

 
Effectively the small/micro brands don’t think of digital packaging print as a specialty, 
they think of it as convenience.    Based upon the US expenditure alone on specialty 
foods, this could be a market well in excess of $3+ billion of packaging. 
 

Regional multi-language brands 
Both large and small consumer brands in Europe are faced with small runs.   A small run 
in most consumer brands’ minds is measured in units, not in area of packaging material.  
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Many of the brands are interested long-term to find digital print solutions for their 
European markets.    A good example where they could use digital printing due to the 
short run-lengths is the Italian market.   The average run-length of products a major brand 
makes in Italy is 50,000 to 100,000 products, with the variation in languages accounting 
for the small run-length.  It takes 3 hours of set-up to run 1 hour of print for such a typical 
small run.   For the 2,000 sub-brands they market in Italy, it takes about 6,000 hours of 
set-up time, or about 100 days of regular labor.   The cost savings of reducing set-up by 
even 2/3 of time is immense.   
 
Figure 3      Set-up time example for major European brand 

set-up time per brand 3 hours 
products 2000 brands 
annual change 1 per year 
      
total hours of set-up time 6000 hours 
      
days/week 5 days 
hours/shift 12 hours 
      
total days of set-up time 100 days 

 
Source: IT Strategies, Inc. 

 
Digital printing, if the specifications are within the acceptable range of color gamut, 
productivity, and cost, could dramatically reduce the set-up time/cost for packaging and 
could increase the use and profitability to brands of short-runs. 
 

Test marketing/Personalization campaigns 
This is a market served today with leadership by HP/Indigo.   Major consumer good 
brands are concerned about the growing shift to e-commerce for food and beverages.   
Today consumer good brands are mainly at arms length from the consumer, with the 
retailer controlling the relationship to the shopper.   To entice consumers to interact 
directly with the brand, several major brands are experimenting with direct e-commerce 
offerings to consumers.   
 
For example, Modelez offered a seasonal campaign for its Oreo cookie brand packaging.  
For $10 plus $5 shipping, consumers could choose from a variety of seasonal designs.   
Typically, standard design Oreo cookies are available at brick and mortar retailers for 
about $3 per package. 
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Figure 4     Seasonal Oreo cookie packaging e-commerce offering 

 

Source: Mondelez, Inc. 
 
Since 2014, Coca-Cola has taken its personalized campaign one-step further, dedicating 
multiple Indigo printing systems for weeks to have enough personalized name shrink 
sleeves on hand to roll out its “Share-a-Coke” campaign nationwide in the US, and 
eventually throughout other regions.   Coca-Cola did not charge extra for personalized 
bottles at retailers, and those with one of the 1,000 personal names not available at 
retailers could order a bottle with their unique name for $5 each.   For the last few years 
Coca-Cola has brought back the personal named bottles around the start of the summer 
season.  
 
The Coca-Cola example proved that color matching and white ink opacity met a major 
brands’ requirement.    The challenge of course is continuing finding enough new 
personalization to capture repeat customers.   Coca-Cola moved on to personalized last 
names in 2017, and no doubt more personalized opportunities are to come in the future. 
 

The Bottom Line 
The larger the brand, the more difficult it will be for digital printing to clear the hurdle to 
gain acceptance beyond test marketing at major consumer brands.  HP/Indigo has proven 
it can be done, but the ability to scale to every day production with sufficient volume and 
acceptable printing cost remains elusive for major consumer brands. 
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IT Strategies believes the near-term opportunity for consistent digital print volume is 
stronger among smaller/micro brands and those major brands catering mainly to regions 
with a great degree of language variation and corresponding short-runs.   Success of 
digital printing in packaging long-term cannot be based upon test marketing and 
personalization: it has to be based upon cost reduction (reduction of set-up cost) and the 
ability to order short-runs without a time or cost penalty. 
 
While HP has made the initial investment in bringing awareness of the benefits of digital 
packaging printing to major brands, other digital printing equipment manufacturers are 
going to have to invest in marketing and promoting digital packaging benefits.   Grass 
roots marketing efforts in major advertising trade magazines, presence at specialty food 
trade shows, at regional packaging/converting shows, and major brand conferences 
(public and private) are necessary.     
 
The investment in promotion may well equal the digital packaging printer development 
cost, but without the investment in creating industry-wide awareness of the benefits of 
digital packaging printing, even the best designed digital packaging printers will not 
succeed.  
 
 
 


