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Challenging the Mass-Market Mindset:

Henry Ford was all about mass production. In fact, he was the 
pioneer – offering the Model T as a homogenous product to 

a homogenous group of consumers. But the great thing about the 
Model T was that consumers could pick any color they wanted – as 
long as it was black. 

And for a long time, that was the mindset of the packaging indus-
try, which defined the market as groupings of consumers that pur-
chase standardized products. But consumer needs have diversified 
since Henry Ford’s Model T.  Fast forward a few decades, the hetero-
geneity of consumer needs has expanded which offers a tremendous 
opportunity for brands. 

Today, customization is defined by three characteristics:
1. As markets disaggregate, consumers can no longer be thought of 

as members of a homogenous market. Companies interested in cus-

tomization must share a mindset that challenges traditional markets 
and products.

2. Companies must identify the factors in which their consumers 
differ in their needs. These points of uniqueness reveal where every 
consumer is not the same. And it is at these points that traditional of-
ferings, designed for standard requirements, create consumer sacri-
fice gaps, or the difference between a company’s offering and what 
each consumer desires.

3. Altering a product itself for individual consumers provides the 
most clear-cut means of customization. Adept customizers realize 
that customizing an actual product is only one way to create consum-
er-unique value. Customizing the representation of a product, or how 
it is presented or portrayed, can be effective as well.

Foreword by James Downham, President & CEO, PAC Packaging Consortium 
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The Biggest Trends Driving the Need for Customization:

While there are many interesting trends to follow when it comes 
to customization, the best way to categorize trends is based 

on the three standards drivers: the consumer, the company and the 
retailer.

Consumer-driven Trends
These trends are based on the actuality that almost every consum-

er considers himself or herself an individual with personal, custom-
ized needs and desires. 

Research firms indicate that customizing products is the key to the 
hearts and minds of consumers today. According to McKinsey & Co., 
83% of consumers expect a personalized experience, whether in the 
store or online. 

Consumer needs vary, for example, depending on region, demo-
graphics and spending habits as well as differences from country to 
country. And with an increasing amount of companies competing in 
the globalized marketplace, packaging is becoming more sophisti-
cated to ensure the physical design, visual graphics, messaging and 
language conforms to the needs for each target market.

Consumers are becoming more demanding and the food industry 
is a great example. Growing consumer health consciousness, coupled 
with increasingly busy lifestyles, has driven demand for convenience 
foods and single-serve portions. Different cultures have driven de-
mand for new recipes. Healthier and more convenient consumption 

has resulted in the emergence of new products on the market, such 
as non-GMO or gluten-free diets. 

Company-driven Trends
Trends driven from a company are often aimed at generating a new 

and unique branding strategy that extends the company and/or its 
product reach to markets previously unattainable.

There are three predominant trends that companies are undertak-
ing to further customization in the marketplace: 

By Laura Studwell, Industry Marketing Manager, Omron
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Keeping the Brand Image Fresh 
This trend is really about keeping the same product, just mak-

ing it sharper and more modern. Small tweaks can often be more 
effective than a complete makeover. If a product is successful in 
the market and the company wants it to remain recognizable to 
its existing consumer base, an image refresh can give the prod-
uct and the company an updated look, create a more clear and 
a more focused message or reflect updates in the product itself 
– without a total overhaul. The effectiveness of an image refresh 
depends on its successful implementation across a company, 
both inside and out.

 Take the evolution of the Coca-Cola bottle. It is the same prod-
uct, but the company has refreshed the image several times to 
remain relevant in the ever-changing marketplace.

Engaging Consumers on a Personal Level
Companies are taking customization a step forward and are dis-

covering that consumer loyalty and engagement can be elevated 
– to personalization. They are using their consumer base as an 
engine of advocacy to other potential consumers. By providing 
customization options, companies raise loyalty at a time when 
it is more important than ever – at a time when competition is 
increasing rapidly.

Consumers now look for more from the products they buy; 

they are looking for fulfillment of their emotional needs. The new 
product experience is a multifaceted phenomenon comprising 
aesthetic pleasure, attribution or meaning and emotional re-
sponse. Trends indicate that consumers are expecting increasing 
levels of connection with everyday products. The success of cus-
tomization depends heavily on efficient and effective company-
consumer interaction.

Starbucks is using aesthetics to elicit an emotional response 
from consumers.

Continued
The Biggest Trends Driving the Need for Customization:
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Accommodating Different Geographic Markets
The topic this section addresses is geographic segmentation. 

This is when a company divides its market into smaller target 
markets on the basis of common needs and similar lifestyles. It 
is based on the premise that it is preferable to tailor strategies 
to distinct groups – and geographic preferences do exist. There 
are several ways a market can be geographically segmented: city, 
state, region, country or international region.

To illustrate this trend, retail and grocery stores are reporting 
exponential growth in specialty and international food aisles.  
This is primarily due to consumers and dominantly millennials, 
who want more interesting food options. ‘Foods of the world’ are 

more popular now because international travel, immigration and 
globalization have skyrocketed, driving interest in ethnic cuisine.

Retailer-driven Trends
Today’s brick-and-mortar retailers are faced with the challenging 

task of vying for consumer sales. In other words, brick-and-mortar re-
tailers are challenged with answering the question of ‘what will make 
a consumer purchase a particular product from one store versus a 
competitive store?’ Retailers need to offer the most savvy products 
and they are squeezing packagers, using their formidable purchasing 
power, to demand different packaging shapes, colors, displays and 
even promotions –that are specific to one store only.

Continued
The Biggest Trends Driving the Need for Customization:
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Successful Examples of Customization:

An ever-increasing number of companies are offering consumers 
access to customized products. This trend has impacted almost 

every type of consumer good product – from perfumes to bever-
ages, to food products and packaging. Providing consumers access to 
customized products builds feelings of ownership and product loyalty 
– and provides a company with a competitive advantage over similar 
products. 

The following three examples show the incredible potential that 
customization can have on reaching the consumer:

Coca-Cola’s ‘Share a Coke’
The ‘Share a Coke’ campaign has had massive success. The idea 

was original and as some industry experts would say, brilliant. 
The traditional Coca-Cola can or bottle is displayed, but instead 
of the usual moniker of ‘Coca-Cola,’ the consumer sees a name 
– their name, a friend’s name or a family member’s name. The 
company acknowledges that customization is not just a fad; it is 
a way of life. Consumers place high value on self-expression and 
the ‘Share a Coke’ campaign provides just that. It also encourages 
consumers to tap into the meaning behind shared experiences 
more so than just names – all while promoting the Coca-Cola 
brand itself.

The company claims that when a consumer shares a name-
branded Coca-Cola bottle with a family member, that consumer 

feels as if he or she is honoring that family member, rather than 
involuntarily promoting the brand. Consumers are drifting toward 
products that display this type of concerning attitude. 

The campaign was such a success that in the first year, Coca-Co-
la sold more than 250 million cans and bottles and reached more 
than 70 countries.

PepsiCo ‘Tastes of America’
The PepsiCo Frito-Lay division leverages customization by of-

fering consumers eight regionally-inspired flavors that represent 
distinctive tastes enjoyed by different markets from coast to 
coast. The company wants the Frito-Lay brand to be a part of the 
summer season, where consumers are likely to take a half-day 
Friday and create favorable memories at hometown food festivals 
and barbeques. 

The program aims to show how important local flavor is to 
regional communities; to connect with consumers by sharing in 
the pride of hometown recipes and ingredients. It is a way for 
Frito-Lay to create consumer personalization with the brand in 
a fun, unique way. And the company is doing this via geographic 
segmentation.

Each year, the limited-edition ‘Tastes of America’ program has 
sold out before the official end.

By John Wenzler, Corporate Industry Development Manager, Omron
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Successful Examples of Customization:

Target Corporation
Target wanted to appeal to new 

or soon-to-be parents for most 
of their baby-related needs. The 
company noticed that new parents 
were going to another place, or 
multiple places for these types of 
consumer goods. This inspired a 
customized campaign that set out 
to have new parents form a brand 
identity with the retailer before all 
the child expenses hit.

Target’s research showed that 
when children are born, parents 
get slammed with marketing 
materials from everywhere. Using 

demographics and key purchase 
indicators, the company effectively 
customized coupons and other 
promotional tools to cater what 
consumers see. This helped con-
sumers create a bond with Target 
and its brands.

The campaign by the mass 
retailer was simple, yet clever, 
as statistics show that 3/4ths of 
consumers get frustrated when 
marketing efforts have nothing to 
do with their interests. Consumers 
want to stay with the company that 
knows them and what they want to 
buy without asking.
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The Future of Customization: Smart Packaging:

In recent years, the term ‘smart’ has become one of the hot new 
trends associated with packaging. Smart packaging provides en-

hanced functionality (active) and can provide communication (intel-
ligent) about a package or its contents. And then there is interactive 
packaging, which provides consumers with a more fun, memorable 
and sometimes useful experience.

Active Packaging
Sensors communicate information to consumers based on the 

ability to sense, detect or record external or internal changes 

in a product’s environment, also known as active packaging. It 
includes barriers, absorbers, scavengers and other controllers of 
active variables. 

An example of active packaging can be seen in the fresh fish 
section of the local grocery store. Temperature-sensitive ink is 
used to print the inner circle on the Fresh Meter label. The pre-
printed labels are activated after tray sealing, near the end of the 
packaging line.  Activation occurs using a microwave oven-sized 
device that emits ultraviolet light. 

When activated, the Fresh Meter’s dynamic inner circle turns 
bright blue and immediately begins sensing the temperature of 
the product over time. Consumers can compare the inner circle 
to the surrounding static-color ring; the label is printed blue to 
gray indicating when the seafood is fresh (blue) and when it is 
past expiration (gray).

Intelligent Packaging
This method involves sensing changes in the packaging en-

vironment and communicating information about the change. 
For example, the focus of this method could be on monitoring a 
product during the complete supply chain, by connecting to the 
packaging. A well-known example is QR codes and barcodes or 
even embedded codes inside the packaging material. Handlers 
can read information about the product via a smartphone, RFID 

By Leonardo Giglio, VP, Marketing & Product Development, Tempo Plastics
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system or other scanner. In retail, the code can, for example, link 
to a website featuring product information, recipes, promotions 
or even good manufacturing practices (GMP’s).

Interactive Packaging
Perhaps the most contemporary concept in smart packaging 

is augmented reality (AR). This method is used to complement a 
consumer’s environment through the addition of digital content 
or objects – and it is the method where consumer engagement is 
at its best.

The magic of AR is brought to life with the 19 Crimes brand of 
wine. Through a free app, consumers can hold a smart phone or 
tablet up to the label on the wine, which features an image of 
a former convict from the 18th century – each one responsible 
for violating one of the infamous ’19 crimes’ of the time. They 
animate, explaining just what went down and giving a more rich 
experience to the beverage; engaging both the mind and the 
taste buds simultaneously.

Continued
The Future of Customization: Smart Packaging:
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The Four Approaches to Customization:

Altering a product itself for individual consumers provides the 
most clear-cut means of customization. But customizing an 

actual product is only one way to create consumer-unique value. Cus-
tomizing the representation of a product, or how it is presented or 
portrayed, can be effective as well. In fact, separating a product from 
its representation can provide a useful framework for considering 
which form(s) of customization is the most appropriate for a given 
company or brand.

Collaborative Customization
The first approach to customization is collaborative, where 

companies conduct a ‘dialogue’ with consumers to help them 
articulate their needs, to identify the precise offering that fulfills 
those needs and to make customized products for that consumer 
base. Collaborative customizers minimize costs by not keeping 
inventories of finished products. Instead, they stock component 
parts and make finished products only in response to the actual 
needs of consumers.

While most collaborative customizers focus on design, delivery 
is another place in the value chain where companies can ap-
ply this approach. In the case of collaborative delivery service, 
consumers specify exactly where, when and how to place prod-
ucts, which then drives the entire work flow. The personalized 
placement of groceries by shopping services such as Peapod and 

Grocery Gateway is a thriving business today. In effect, there is no 
supply chain; instead, a demand chain is created.

Brick-and-mortar retail stores are combatting this by offering 
online ordering services where the consumer can pick up pre-
paid items without leaving the car.

Adaptive Customization
Adaptive customizers typically offer one standard, but cus-

tomizable, product that is designed so that consumers can alter 
it themselves to suit their individual needs. This is where each 
consumer independently derives their own value. Adaptive cus-
tomization is the approach of choice when consumers want to 
reduce the number of times they have to experiment with pos-
sible configurations to get a product to perform as desired.

An example of adaptive customization is Dunkin’ Donuts web-
site, where consumers can create their own donut. While there 
are standard shapes, sizes and toppings, consumers get the expe-
rience of altering their own donuts.

Cosmetic Customization
This group of customizers will typically present a standard 

product differently to different consumers. Rather than a product 
itself being customized, the standard offering is packaged special-
ly for each consumer. This approach is best when a product in its 

By Al Aman, VP of Business Development, Unified Flex Packaging Technologies
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standard form satisfies almost every consumer and only the form 
of a product needs to be customized. In doing so, a company vis-
ibly demonstrates an understanding of the unique ways in which 
each consumer likes a product to be presented.

Planters provides an example of cosmetic customization, which 
the company follows in order to satisfy the diverse merchandising 
demands of its retailers. Retailer A wants to sell peanuts in larger 
quantities than Retailer B; and Retailer C wants different promo-
tions on the packaging than Retailer D. With automation in place 
to quickly switch between different sizes, labels and shipping 
containers, Planters is able to effectively respond to each retailer 
on an order-by-order basis.

Traditionally, this type of customization was seen mainly at the 
holidays but has evolved to focus more on keeping the brand fresh.

Transparent Customization
Transparent customizers provide individual consumers with 

unique products without letting them explicitly know that those 
products have been customized. This approach is appropriate 
when consumers’ 
specific needs are 
predictable or are 
easily deduced 
– and especially 
when consumer 
do not want to 
state their needs 
repeatedly. The 
customization 
is virtually ‘invisible’ to consumers and happens without direct 
interaction with the consumer, by observing behaviors over time, 
looking for predictable preferences.

The Coca-Cola Freestyle is an example of transparent custom-
ization. With this beverage dispensing system, consumers can 
choose from a variety of flavors or customize their own drink via 
touchscreen. 

Continued
The Four Approaches to Customization:
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Enabling Customization:

Many companies that have mastered the art of customization 
do not publicly share their distinct method of operation, as it 

is their unique approach to the market. However, a few companies 
have shared small insights into how they been able to successfully 
produce and market a product. 

Utilizing Real-time Operational Insights
Supply and demand has always been critical when it comes to 

consumer goods. In the case of product customization, it is even 
more important. Companies adept at product customization recom-
mend asking questions such as, ‘Does your company know how many 
products are mass produced to default specifications?’ and ‘Out of 
that mass produced batch, how many individual products are allo-
cated for customization?’ These are important questions to consider 
because the answers can have a direct effect on whether customiza-
tion is profitable or even whether further production is feasible.

Adept customizers stress the importance of real-time insights into 
operations (i.e., orders, returns, expectations, market trends, etc.) – 
and where product parts and materials are located. If there is a sud-
den increase in demand, quick access to required parts and materials 
is imperative to producing more products. Without real-time insights, 
it becomes much more difficult to deliver customized products 
without impatient, dissatisfied consumers and exponentially higher 
inventory and logistics costs. 

Incorporating Smart Vision Systems
The intuitive capabilities of smart vision systems have made them 

an ideal match for the production of customized products. Combin-
ing a camera, processor, software and communications in one small 
package, smart vision systems are highly integrated optical inspection 
tools for controlling quality and increasing productivity, which are 
two of the most common challenges in an environment producing 
customized products.

For example, take Coca-Cola’s ‘Share a Coke’ campaign. The com-
pany prints a variety of different names on cans and bottles so it is 
imperative that a smart vision system can handle complex tasks to 
ensure package integrity. A smart vision system will check for items 
such as:

1. Verifying the product by reading a barcode
2. Checking the presence and quality of direct print (or labels)
3.  Checking packaging characteristics such as color, font, imagery, 

etc.
4. Verifying the date and lot codes
5. Inspecting for proper fill levels

Investing in Robotics
Today’s consumers want more customized products and ‘the latest 

thing.’ This means automation needs to be flexible to accommodate 
ever-changing buying habits that dictate a consistent flow of new 

By Jeff Hardwick, President, MQ Automation
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products and updated packaging. And 
many customizers rely on robotics 
because the technology can handle 
frequently changing programs and new 
inspection parameters.  

Autonomous intelligent vehicles 
(AIV’s) are crucial for environments 

that require agility and flexibility For 
example, if production cells are moved 
or new cells are added, AIV’s can adapt 
their routes to ensure parts and mate-
rials are delivered to the proper cells, 
without stopping production.

Continued
Enabling Customization:
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Controlling Manufacturing Costs:

Technology has driven and will continue to drive dramatic produc-
tivity and flexibility improvements in manufacturing. Modulariza-

tion of product designs, advanced back-office software and flexible 
production technology already has the power to reduce costs associ-
ated with customization.

Modularization of Product Design
Modularity refers to individual machine components and processes 

that exhibit a consistent and predictable function on their own but 
can be integrated into systems that function in new and unpredict-
able ways. Each module should be consistent and standardized but 
when combined with other modules, can produce a product configu-
ration that is entirely unique. This is central to a company’s ability to 

maximize customer centricity and operational efficiency. 
The type and degree of modularity in a production en-

vironment is dependent on a company’s customization 
strategy – and how important it is to the strategy to accom-
modate diverse consumer requests. 

Enterprise and Production Software
Traditional technology for enterprise resource planning 

and supply chain management was designed to enable 
sales and manage production of a limited variety of prod-
ucts with clearly defined inputs. Translating an order from 
a single consumer into a custom picking list and assembly 
instructions for warehouse and production workers was a 
big challenge. Now there is packaging software that en-
ables tracking of individualized design features in consumer 
orders and their translation into sourcing and production 
instructions. These tools connect the configurators at the 

front end with the production and supply chain management sys-
tems. It not only means the production staff knows what to assem-

By Dan Dal Colletto, VP of Business Development, Automation, Valin Corporation
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ble, it also means that consumers are 
promised realistic lead times and prog-
ress updates. This back office software 
change can thus effectively enable 
smooth production of a vast variety of 
products.

Flexible Production Systems
Flexible manufacturing systems are 

essential for making small production 
runs profitable. The packaging industry 
is at the forefront of building this flex-
ibility into production systems. Large 
companies invest in dynamically pro-
grammable robotics wit interchange-

able tooling that can agilely switch 
between models and variants with no 
loss of efficiency.

For example, in the case of a stand-
up pouch, there are different types of 
closures such as zip lock and velcro 
– and other types of customization 
features such as hanger holes and 
handles, degassing valves, etc. – the list 
is virtually endless. And each of these 
variations requires a different type 
of attachment, all of which a flexible 
production system can accommodate 
without disruption.
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Strategizing for Success:

True customization can only be achieved with an integrated ap-
proach where technologies complement one another across a 

company’s various business units. Cross-company integration brings 
customization value to the consumer, lowers transaction costs and 
lead times as well as controls the overall cost of production. Com-
pany leaders must work closely with business units to create a new, 
integrated business model where each business unit plays a signifi-
cant role in adding consumer value and controlling costs.

Marketing
Marketing plays an integral role in the success of customization 

because this business unit has the opportunity to create value 
for consumers. This can be recognized by creating promotional 
campaigns designed to encourage consumers to market products 
to their friends or family in return for store credits – or referral-
based programs. And marketing controls the cost of customiza-
tion by providing free marketing mediums, such as social media 
platforms, that give consumers opportunities to easily share and 
express their individualized experiences.

Sales
This business unit plays a similar role to marketing as it turns 

consumer-facing roles into ‘customization advisers’ by turning 
online and brick-and-mortar stores into showrooms. And sales 

helps control the cost of customization by offering simple and fun 
product configurations based on known consumer preferences, 
often due to their direct contact with the general consumer base.

Product Development
Product development is the business unit that leverages data 

to develop and curate recommended customization options. 
This business unit can get a lot of this data through social media 
interactions as well as working closely with marketing and sales. 
Product development plays an important role by undertaking a 
modular approach to the segmentation of a product to enable 
customization. And communication with other business units is 
critical as product development tightly integrates new product 
development with manufacturing and service process design.

Manufacturing and Operations
The importance of manufacturing and operations to the suc-

cessful production of customized products is extremely high. 
Manufacturing and operations are responsible for implementing 
modularity with a limited number of standard baseline specifica-
tions and a menu of options that limits complexity for consumers. 
It helps control the cost of producing customized products by 
building flexibility into low-capital-intensive process steps, which 
is also an integration of modular product design and utilization of 

By Andy Stamp, National Sales & Product Director, ValcoMelton
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enterprise and production software.

Supply Chain
Including the supply chain is imperative for making customiza-

tion successful. It is this function that provides visibility, often via 
RFID or barcodes, to where individual components are located. 
This is important for small batch runs, which often characterize 
customization. This plays into supply chain’s role of controlling 
costs, which is to manage and catalog total cost for each custom-
ization option and manage capacity accordingly.

Industrial Communications
At the heart of every company producing customized products 

is a reliable, high-performing communications and connectiv-
ity network. This means enabling machines to talk to other 
machines, collect data, then analyze and report on that data. It 
means connecting all parts of a production environment, from 
the corporate office and the production floor to remote locations. 
This business unit serves several functions that coordinate the 
other five functions and help them work together seamlessly:

1.  Provides the ability to increase investment in consumer-fac-
ing, data-warehousing and data analytics technologies

2.  Upgrades enterprise resource planning and other systems to 
manage the additional complexity of product attributes

3. Integrates e-commerce and digital strategy
4. Supports operations by controlling the complexity of inputs

Continued
Strategizing for Success:
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