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DIGITAL MATURITY MODEL FOR  
BRAND PACKAGING
For consumer goods companies, digitizing the process 
by which products are made is the key to gaining 
distribution through iteration, thereby establishing new 
revenue streams, as well as key to improving operational 
processes and lowering costs. Companies who invest 
in digital transformation of packaging can harness this 
critical intersection of marketing and supply chain. 

Our maturity model strives to help leaders better 
understand the prevailing mentalities and behaviors 
in their packaging process at each level of digital 
maturity. Readers will be able to identify their current 
position on the model and establish a vision of the 
benefits awaiting them when they reach higher levels 
of capability, motivating them toward further digital 
transformation that can grow their business.
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As companies experience internal and external pressures, their 
understanding of consumer packaging and the processes that help them 
execute packaging projects matures. As leaders define processes and 

stakeholders, roles and timelines, as they adopt digital technologies, and as 
they connect and automate those technologies, they cultivate packaging as 
a core business capability. 

In the model, we examine the changes in maturity that we observe along fourteen dimensions that we have identified and categorized into three groups:

REACTIVE

Manual, offline tasks and 
processes are triggered 
by external pressures. 

ORGANIZED

Tasks are triggered for 
established stakeholders 
by defined processes, 
timelines and physical 
quality measures using 
basic computerized tools.

DIGITIZED

New projects, tasks, and  
processes are   completed 
and measured digitally 
using hardware and 
software. 

CONNECTED

Packaging software and 
hardware is continuously 
integrated with the other 
business processes and 
systems of record.

INTELLIGENT 

An integrated ecosystem 
of complete product 
information and imagery 
automatically improves 
and synchronizes across 
internal and external 
interfaces. 

We have defined the five levels of maturity as Reactive, Organized, Digitized, Connected, and Intelligent.

EXECUTIVE CONCERNS 

track the levers and advantages the business 
leadership are most interested in: Executive 
Mentality, Visibility & Connectivity, Risk 
Management, Cost Position, Quality Standards, 
and Responsiveness.

PROCESS ARCHITECTURE

is the infrastructure that supports the team’s 
day to day functions in terms of Briefs & 
Specifications, how they exert Control Over the 
Process, what kinds of Tools they use, and how 
they Measure Results.

DELIVERY CAPABILITIES

are the specific components of producing 
packaging that must be controlled in the value 
chain: Structure & 3D, Graphics (2D), Color, 
and Content (or words and information and 
symbols).

THE MATURITY MODEL
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The reactive level of maturity is easily recognized by manual, offline 
activities and crisis management behaviors. 

A small, local brand with few SKUs may be able to efficiently brief design 
partners, review and approve artwork, and make decisions quickly because 
they have a small, centralized team of dedicated individuals. This setup is 
effective and agile, but as soon as the complexity increases, it becomes clear 
that there are no solid capabilities in place to manage the workload. When 
the number of SKUs multiplies, distribution expands overseas, or the team 
separates into remote or regional teams, this model proves unsustainable 
and becomes a fire-fighting task requiring project management heroics.

But it’s not only small regional brands that fall in the Reactive maturity level.

Large global brands may view packaging purely as a cost center, part of 
the supply chain, disconnected from marketing and communications. They 
reveal this attitude by perpetually mounting cost-cutting efforts, prioritizing 
cost savings above material and print quality. They may even negotiate with 
their suppliers for volume discounts so harshly that they may force market 
consolidation or drive suppliers out of business. Executives only think about 
packaging when there is a problem. For consumer brands in this position, 
there is great opportunity to reduce packaging process time by up to 75 
percent by just moving up one or two levels of maturity.  

In either case, the Reactive level is a hostile place for a brand to stay: they 
have little control because they rely so heavily on outside parties to both set 
the quality standards and to get the work done. The package is part of the 
customer experience and customer journey. Cost cutting can impact quality 
and sales. Lacking transparency in the process, brands may be blind as 
to waste in the process and can only hope for high quality, then fight fires 
when things don’t go as expected.

MOVING UP

Usually, an external force disrupts the brand, motivating people to move 
beyond the current state ad hoc operation. These changes may be 
“good problems” that add complexity, as mentioned above, but they still 
necessitate an evolution of the process. 

Unfortunately, the need for change is often a result of something going 
wrong. For instance, brands are motivated to get organized when they 
have been hit with a regulatory violation, like a 483 letter from the FDA. A 
brand may voluntarily recall products due to labeling errors or poor quality. 
Whatever the impetus, brands at some point decide that they need to 
improve their processes to avoid future crises.

Executive Mentality:
Governance on Crisis
Visibility & Connectivity:
Single desk
Risk Management:
Reactive, fingers crossed
Quality Standards:
Standard set by partners
Cost Position:
Expensive, limited control
Responsiveness:
Requires heroics to change

REACTIVE
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1The Responsiveness Requirement,” The CMO Council, August 2017.

If the first step is to simply recognize that there is an opportunity to 
improve, a brand organization signals that it’s reached the second level of 
maturity when it exhibits thoughtfulness about developing packaging as a 
capability.

Most brand owners operate at this level, still physically occupying one 
location. They recognize product packaging as one important consumer 
touchpoint, but not the number one touchpoint. According to a recent 
CMO Council survey, packaging still ranks below the corporate website, 
social media channels, digital advertising, traditional advertising, in-store 
promotions and in-store sales representatives1. 

Brands at this level know, perhaps all too painfully, the incredible cost of 
product recalls. They take measures to avoid such crises by implementing 
content-related quality practices to ensure the words on the package or 
label are 100 percent accurate. 

Because they focus on quality management, teams at the organized level 
take back some control by specifying expectations of quality and process 
when engaging third parties. Project managers document key approvals 
and decision points in the process. Internal stakeholders collaborate with 
outside parties in order to have input into higher quality, rather than relying 
on outsiders entirely. Individuals in the value chain will use special digital 
tools themselves, but also have to use lots of workarounds in order to share 
their work with other team members.

At this level of maturity, the solution to any kind of increase in complexity is 
to hire more people, whether by adding agency relationships, contractors 
or actual internal headcount. The increase in workload is relieved by adding 
more people to complete the tasks at hand. To ensure optimal levels of 
quality, approvals have to be obtained from a whole host of individuals, with 
the hope that a greater number of people involved in the process equals 
higher quality. To improve color quality, we add a person to the on-press 
review. 

All of this collaboration can multiply the cost of getting packaging work 
done, which eventually becomes intolerable for organizations to sustain. 
Also, the additional bulk of collaborative quality reviews can add weeks to 
packaging project timelines. 

Executive Mentality:
Crisis avoidance
Visibility & Connectivity:
Within department
Risk Management:
Decisions documented
at key control points
Quality Standards:
Intense collaboration
Cost Position:
High cost of large, 
collaborative teams
Responsiveness:
Specialists deliver changes 
using established process

ORGANIZED
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Which touchpoints do you believe have the most 
influence on your consumers’ purchasing decisions?

(Select top three.)

Which touchpoints do you consider to be critical parts of 
your current omni-directional engagement strategy?
(Select all that apply.)

In-store Promotion/Advertising (including POP display)

Digital Advertising (including display, video, SEO and SEM)

Traditional Advertising (including television, radio, print and out door)

In-Store Displays (POP displays, shelf talkers, etc.)

Corporate Website

Product Packaging

Customer Service Center

In-store Sales/Service Representatives

Social Media Channels

50% 65%

29% 66%

34% 67%

27% 60%

37% 73%

28% 80%

32% 78%

23% 59%

13% 60%Image source: The CMO Council

MOVING UP

Unlike the move up from Reactive, motivation to move from Organized to 
Digitizing usually emerges from a source close to the process. Imagine the 
following scenarios/drivers for change:

• A newly-hired project manager or packaging coordinator has experience 
using software to manage the packaging artwork and labeling process  

• A long-time employee becomes infuriated that a particular function or 
individual is always egregiously late on their approvals, but lacks proof 
to effect any real change

• A CEO walks into the VP of Marketing’s office with packaging she has 
collected from around the world, embarrassed that the colors don’t 
match

Anyone in the process realizes that there has to be a more modern way to 
get the work done, rallies peer support, then makes a case to management 
to improve (and gets promoted). Regardless of who instigates the change, 
moving up to digitizing is usually a result of a combination of these three 
forces: a headcount freeze, a timeline constraint like a regulatory deadline 
or a demand for higher quality than can be achieved by analog, subjective 
and work-harder methods.

ORGANIZED (continued)
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Head of Packaging Design, Titus Helmke of Karcher says, 

“By switching to digital, process times have been reduced 
by up to 30 percent, simply by replacing most conventional 
paper-based review processes with online checking and 
approval cycles. Today, we only need 60 to 70 percent of 
the time it used to take. We were stunned by the number 
of hours we saved by not having to copy files back and 
forth.”

When the “working harder” strategy is no longer working, it’s time to work 
smarter. Companies working smarter typically self-identify at the Digitizing 
level. Leaders who have already digitized their packaging function have 
established a powerful lever of control over their business. With this lever 
they can expand their capacity, increase customer and consumer satisfaction 
and drive down costs to grow their business. Teams now recognize that 
building digital capability around their packaging and labeling function can 
improve their efficiency of both speed and cost, as well as improve quality. 

Moving to digital not only delivers these gains for the short- and mid-term, 
digitizing lays the foundation for long-term continuous improvement. When 
a leader digitizes the packaging process, they also make it more visible 
to all participants. This mere exposure can evoke broader critiques and 
input from more stakeholders, resulting in process improvements. More 
powerfully, though, when teams use digital tools, they generate data that 
can help detect opportunities for gaining further efficiencies. 

At this level, project leaders can automatically track how many reviews and 
comments each stakeholder contributed, identifying low contributors who 
may need to be removed from the process or high contributors who need 
to be involved earlier on to save time and raise initial quality. Decisions 
can now be made from data, increasing the objectivity with which teams 
operate and diminishing the personal sting of someone telling a VP that he 
is consistently three days late to provide his input to the kick-off brief.

Executive Mentality:
Build digital capability
Visibility & Connectivity:
Across departments
Risk Management:
Ability to track who made
decisions throughout process
Quality Standards:
Automation, briefs and specs
Cost Position:
Reduced costs due to division
of work and automation
Responsiveness:
Automation speeds up process

DIGITIZED 

Once the process is digitized, the prospects for automation really bloom 
and are felt most acutely in the form of removing tedious tasks and 
improving the veracity of information. When software automates tedious 
tasks like reminders and tracking, each team member notices an increase 
in capacity. Teams can get more done with the same number of people or 
even less people, with increased visibility and accountability. Brands may 
then leverage the capability to create more varieties of their packaging (or 
their product), specialized to the consumer’s usage occasion, the region’s 
flavor palate or the retailer’s promotional calendar. 

When software digitizes what once were hand-written comments or physical 
chip color specifications, automatically sharing the exact same information 
with all the people who need it, the likelihood of misinterpretation falls. 
Preserving the veracity of data with digital tools increases quality throughout 
the packaging process, including the outcomes. In fact, according to a 
Global Top 3 cosmetics company, digitizing their packaging design lifecycle 
process equated to a 40 percent time-line reduction.

At this level, more people, across more functions, in more regions of the 
world use the same software to execute their packaging-related tasks. They 
are connected to this system via the internet or the company’s intranet. 
They are also using separate, fit-for-purpose tools, depending on their role 
in the value chain. Work is less collaborative, divided among specialist team 
members. Software gives cross-department visibility to project leaders but 
also leaves workarounds for team members to manage as they execute 
their value-adding tasks.

MOVING UP

In our experience, once teams get a taste of digitization and the automation 
that accompanies it, they hunger for more efficiency. They start asking why 
it takes so many clicks to navigate the software, why they have to re-enter 
data into different systems, why data can’t just flow from step to step, 
why tools are not connected to each other to allow for deeper automation. 
Moving up to the next level can be spurred by process participants who 
have a voice as to the quality of the tools needed to do their work. At 
this level, the Information Technology department starts paying attention 
to the tools that are used by different functions, and I.T. may want to 
connect workflows across the organization or integrate systems for further 
automation. These motivators pull organizations up a level from digitizing to 
connecting, pursuing more data, speed and efficiencies.



7

Executive Mentality:
Advocate for evolution
Visibility & Connectivity:
Across partners
Risk Management:
Prioritized, proactive measures 
in place to eliminate some 
sources of risk
Quality Standards:
Connectivity and virtualization
Cost Position:
Reduced costs due to fewer 
clicks, connectivity, and 
virtualized testing 
Responsiveness:
Adapting to changing conditions 
without great organizational pain

CONNECTED 

After the inception of digitization and automation, comes the extension of 
capability through connectivity. Within the packaging function, integrating 
separate packaging software applications together simplifies the flow of 
information and work for individuals and project leaders. 

Connecting packaging software with other functional systems increases 
the veracity of shared information because it originates with the proper 
system of record, removing keystrokes and all the errors that come with 
them. At the Connecting level, brand organizations integrate packaging 
software with other internal systems such as product lifecycle management 
(PLM), enterprise resource planning (ERP), digital asset management 
(DAM), product information management (PIM), e-commerce, content 
management and more I.T. departments are often leading such integration 
projects, with an eye on the entire ecosystem of core business systems that 
keep operations running and products shipping.

Brand owners have agile control of the brand assets produced, and the 
process by which others complete work on their behalf. Along with this 
control, project leaders have visibility across internal departments as well 
as some third-party agencies and individuals who are part of their value 
chain. By centralizing and connecting the assets and process, leaders drive 
down rework and enjoy the time and cost efficiencies as a result. 
Acquisitive companies realize their return on invested capital (ROIC) much 
more quickly, benefitting from the ease with which they can onboard 
packaging production for newly purchased brands. For example, a major 
beverage company was able to effectively onboard two to three newly 
acquired brands a year as a result of utilizing connected software.

Connectivity leads organizations beyond automation to virtualization. For 
instance, when digital tools for dependent color specification and are 
integrated with packaging design tools, designers can anticipate what the 
finished product will look like and share virtual models with stakeholders. 
With the ability to see something before it is made, virtualization is a 
motivator for faster packaging development. 

A global pharmaceutical company, Almirall, discovered they did not have an organized packaging 
workflow, creating confusion and lags in production with medicinal packaging and licensed products. 
They identified key areas in which they wanted to reduce production time and errors, while increasing 
communication and visibility between departments.

“By digitizing our workflow, our new system defines who is authorized to give approvals on the basis 
of defined flows,” says Product Operations Planning Manager, Agusti Merce. “This information helps 
us make decisions, enabling us to reduce time to market and eliminate errors – which are now 
detected before they reach a critical stage, since everything is highly visible to all the departments 
involved.”
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Virtualization is perhaps most powerful in packaging when applied to the 
3D rendering of 2D packaging dielines. It is very painful, at the Digitizing 
level, for people to review flat packaging files that have to be rotated and 
imagined in 3D. At best, reviewers may know that all the content is correct, 

but will lack confidence that the panels will align perfectly and the colors 
will be accurate on the final container. Connecting packaging software 
tools alleviates these fears and difficulties, and speed is improved through 
increased confidence of seeing a virtual representation in 3D.

MOVING UP

Getting to this Connecting level is satisfying for many companies. The 
benefits are significant, and they may have greater opportunities to improve 
their top and bottom line outside of packaging.  

Companies that aspire to higher packaging maturity levels typically do so 
because of the following reasons:

• to launch or improve their direct-to-consumer business
• to increase consumer and/or customer intimacy 
• to further decrease cost and the time it takes to get products to market 
• because they simply want to blaze the trail for the industry and enjoy the 

business benefits of being a world-class leader 

These different rationales all include packaging as a high priority growth 
vector for the company, leveraging the responsiveness the organization has 
built to improve their ability to get products to consumers quickly and with 
high brand integrity.

Nike’s Global Football Division elevated its packaging design, leading to considerable improvements 
in user-experience, concept communication and time-savings.

Nike found a tool compatible with Adobe® Illustrator® that creates high quality 3D design images. 
By using an integrated set of 3D packaging design tools made specifically for packaging artwork 
professionals, Nike’s efficiency improved more than 80 percent. 

According to Global Apparel and EQ Packaging Designer, Matt Maghan,“We definitely have seen a 
significant increase in our productivity. Something that would have taken two, three or four hours of 
Photoshop® work, only takes about 10 minutes.”

CONNECTED (continued)
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Executive Mentality:
Part of growth strategy
Visibility & Connectivity:
To customers, consumers
Risk Management:
Full traceability of authentic products 
all the way to consumers
Quality Standards:
Artificial Intelligence suggestions  
and agile control
Cost Position:
Forecasting from strong process 
control and measurement
Responsiveness:
Synchronized across media

INTELLIGENT 

The desire for more visibility, speed and quality can create momentum 
toward the Intelligent level of maturity. Teams extend their systems outside 
company walls to connect to upstream customers and downstream 
suppliers, either by providing permission-based access to the brand system 
or by connecting system to system and automating data flows. Brands 
may give retail customers access to digital assets for use on the retailer’s 
e-commerce website, or a brand may connect its packaging software 
system to the packaging software system that its manufacturer uses at the 
next step in the value chain. E-commerce sites are automatically monitored 
for product information and brand imagery compliance with triggered 
exception reports. 

This expanded reach of core packaging systems with augmented or 
artificial intelligence enables leaders to measure not only the productivity 
of their teams but the performance of the value chain participants: 
internal approvers, designers, engineers, agencies, printers and even their 
customers. Leaders are measuring not just what was intended, but what 
was achieved, or even what is still achievable.

The increased influence of the brand’s process, brand assets and high-
quality information allows leaders to synchronize the brand’s image across 
media, across the value chain and straight through to the consumer’s view 
on a mobile phone at the point of purchase. Broader connectivity enables 
traceability throughout the supply chain, allowing brands to pass product 
origin information directly to the person consuming or using it, as well as 
increasing quality and accountability in the supplier base. This extension 
also provides more predictability for the different value chain participants: 
brand manufacturers may have more advanced notice of order spikes from 
their customers, and packaging manufacturers, in turn, can prepare for 
such spikes.  

The artificial intelligence available in more mature digital tools proactively 
provides suggestions for process improvements, flags potential omissions 
or errors and enables teams to anticipate potential downstream risks. Such 
tools advance continuously through regular auto-updates.

All of the capabilities here described at the Intelligent level may not be in 
use or even available today. Packaging technology is evolving as technology 
evolves and as demands shift. The future may be unclear, but it is full of 
more advanced, autonomous capabilities.
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Because packaging is both physical and digital, belongs to both operations 
and marketing and is a source of both revenue generation and savings, it is 
a critical component of profitable success for consumer goods companies. 

Accelerating the digitization of all aspects of business is a crucial key 
to success. But according to McKinsey, the consumer goods industry is 
less than 35 percent digitized2, despite the relatively deep penetration of 
technologies in other industries. Companies who quickly learn to digitize 
their packaging stream see major benefits to operational process, which in 
turn lowers costs and gains distribution through iteration. 

The Digital Maturity Model for Brand Packaging is intended to provide a 
conceptual roadmap for leaders as they make a case for improvements 
and organizational changes. While a single company may not exhibit all 
characteristics of a single level of maturity as described here, the model 
may be used as a team conversation piece to identify steps that can be to 
build digital capabilities in packaging and in turn grow their business.

To better understand where your organization aligns with this maturity 
model or how to digitize your packaging functions, contact us.

2https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/the-

case-for-digital-reinvention

About Us

In Conclusion

Pantone enables color-critical decisions, from inspiration to realization, 
for brands and manufacturers. Over 10 million designers and producers 
around the world employ Pantone products and services to communicate 
through color and control consistency across various materials and finishes.  
www.pantone.com

MediaBeacon has been committed to delivering best-in-class Digital Asset 
Management (DAM) for more than 20 years. Through partnerships with our 
customers, we empower them to deliver their vision globally, from concept 
to consumer. Our Digital and Marketing Asset Management solution 
enables this through powerful workflows, best-in-class asset management, 
and analytics for both digital and physical assets. We are passionate 
about our team, who realizes that our customers’ success is our success.  
www.mediabeacon.com

X-Rite is a global leader in the science and technology of color and 
appearance. X-Rite offers a full range of solutions used by manufacturers, 
retailers, printers, photographers and graphic design houses to achieve 
precise management and communication of color and appearance 
throughout their processes. X-Rite products and services are recognized 
standards in the printing, packaging, photography, graphic design, 
video, automotive, paints, plastics, textiles and medical industries.  
www.xrite.com

Esko helps its customers to make the best packaging for billions of 
consumers. Its software and hardware product portfolio supports and 
manages the packaging and print processes for brand owners, retailers, 
designers, pre-media and trade shops, packaging manufacturers and 
converters. For 9 out of 10 retail packages, Esko solutions are used in 
packaging management, asset management, artwork creation, structural 
design, prepress, 3D visualization, flexo plate making, workflow automation, 
quality assurance, sample-making, palletization, supply chain collaboration 
and/or the production of signage and displays.  www.esko.com

AVT  is the global leader in print process control, quality assurance and 
press control for the packaging, label and commercial print industries. 
Backed by state-of-the-art technology and field-proven solutions, more 
than 7,000 AVT systems are installed at customer sites worldwide. AVT is 
headquartered in Hod-Hasharon, Israel, with sales, marketing and support 
offices in the United States, Europe and China.  www.avt-inc.com

Danaher is a global science and technology innovator committed to 
helping its customers solve complex challenges and improving quality of 
life around the world. As part of Danaher’s Product Identification Platform, 
Esko, MediaBeacon, X-Rite, PANTONE, AVT, Videojet and Laetus all assist 
companies with brand identification and packaging solutions across all 
aspects of the value chain for nine of 10 products sold at retail globally. 
www.danaher.com

© 2018 Pantone LLC, Esko-Graphics BVBA, X-Rite Global, Incorporated, 
Advanced Vision Technology (A.V.T.) Ltd. and each of their respective 
affiliates.  All Rights Reserved.


