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Generational Diversity: Packaging Perceptions 

From generation to generation, the role and expectations of packaging seem to have 
come a long way. At a base level, its primary purpose being to protect contents from 
any damage that could happen during transport, handling and storage is a given; yet 
today’s consumers demand a great deal more. 

Generational, environmental and technological changes are creating new challenges for the packaging industry, 
with young consumers demanding more information, faster and delivered in a sustainable way from packaging that 
not only protects contents but also users. Smart and connected packaging have emerged as solutions to these new 
concerns, propelled not only by speedier digitalisation, but also in response to a new normal in a post-COVID-19 
world.  

To understand how packaging has evolved and what generations will expect from it in the future, we need to delve 
into the mindset of each generational cohort to explore their different attitudes to packaging and unravel some of the 
characteristics that define them, particularly when it comes to their consumer habits.

SILENT GENERATION 

Born prior to 1945  
the youngest is about 77

BABY BOOMERS 

Born 1946 - 1964  
they are now 58 - 76 years old

GENERATION X 

Born 1965 - 1980  
they are now  42 - 57 years old

MILLENNIALS 
Born 1980 - 1998  
they are now  24 - 42 years old

GENERATION Z 

Born 1998 - 2010  
they are now between 12 and 24

GENERATION A 

12 and younger
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Same but different? 

Whether you’re from the Silent Generation, a Baby 
Boomer, Millennial, Gen X, Z or even A, generational 
diversity is a big deal. Being a segment of the 
population, all generations have shared experiences and 
a sense of history that influences thinking and behaviour. 

The key difference between all generations is the 
different methods of communication they use to engage. 
It’s this distinction that has helped create and shape 
packaging design of today.

Generations as % of the global population 

Silent Generation - 2%

Baby Boomers - 12%

Generation X - 23%

Millennials - 30%

Generation Z - 33%
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Here’s how 

Baby Boomers, 
born from 1946 to 
1964, are typically 
more focused on 
value, both for 
their money, as 
well as the product 
that they are purchasing. Although 
they use the internet to consider 
and research their various options, 
they are still more likely to purchase 
in-store. While preferring products 
and services that are fairly priced and 
reliable, Baby Boomers are less likely 
to be persuaded by the opinions 
of friends and family. They respond 
to great customer service and are 
enticed by marketing messages 
that promote the high quality of the 
product, and explain why these items 
are worthwhile.

Representing 12% of the global 
population and, according to the 
Financial Times, are the richest, most 
powerful generation that ever lived. 
Not surprisingly, Baby Boomers 
are typically high spenders for 
consumer-packaged goods, which 
is only expected to increase in the 
future, especially in the retail industry. 
They like their product to be visible 
through the packaging, and also value 
nostalgic designs. Baby Boomers take 
recycling more seriously than younger 
generations, and like other cohorts, 
support increased use of sustainable 
packaging materials. 

Born from 1965 to 
1980, and much 
like Millennials, 
Generation X 
represents a 
large part of the 
workforce and as 
a result, doesn’t 

have much time to spend shopping 
in-store. However, Generation X, 
much like Millennials, don’t respond 
to the same type of marketing 
message. Generation X tends to focus 
on product reviews, the atmosphere 
of the store and the speed of their 
purchasing journey, preferring 
companies to provide them with the 
information they need on why they 

should purchase the product that’s 
being marketed to them.

Generation X is in peak buying and 
earning years, but values savings 
more than any other generation. As a 
result, they look for convenient, time-
saving products and packaging that 
will make their life easier, as well as 
products that are properly sealed and 
protected. Add-ons like resealable 
closures, child-resistant zippers, 
and easy-tear opening devices are 
ideal for targeting this generation. 
Generation X demonstrates brand 
loyalty more than Generation Z and 
Millennials.

The Millennial 
Generation, born 
roughly from 1980 
to 1998, makes 
up the biggest 
percentage of the 
workforce, which 
is why most marketing efforts are 
geared towards them. Due to being 
busy, they tend to value convenience 
and fast service over spending lots 
of time in-store. As the generation 
that grew up as the digital world was 
starting to take shape, Millennials are 
also well integrated into the digital 
world, as opposed to the generations 
that came before them. Millennials, 
in addition to other younger 
generations, place a high importance 
on how the product, service or brand 
can benefit and improve the world 
that we live in, whether that be 
supporting a worthwhile cause, or 
promoting sustainability.

With 93% of global Millennials 
accessing news/information content 
through mobile devices, they are 
the largest online audience, with 
more buying power than any other 
generation. However, with this 
high spending power comes high 
standards and Millennials do not 
take their purchases lightly. Being 
well-connected online, it’s easy for 
them to determine if a product is 
sub-standard, if a service is bad, or if a 
brand doesn’t live up to expectations. 
This contributes to Millennials being 

much less loyal to brands than 
previous generations. Millennials 
look for convenience with their 
products and packaging, and they 
need the product and its purpose 
to be clear and easy to understand. 
When it comes to packaging design, 
Millennials prefer minimalism. They 
also look for shareability, an unboxing 
experience that they may share on 
social media, and compelling, on-
trend designs.

Generation Z, typically born from 
1998 to 2010, is the generation that 
has grown up with the internet and, 
as such, utilise the internet as the 
foundation of their purchase journey. 
For example, 73% of Generation 
Z and Millennials use smartphones 
to shop online – more than any 
other generation. Using their online 
resources they can compare prices, 
availability, product ratings and styles 
so that they can make the most 
educated and selective decision 
possible. Generation Z is also 
relatively thrifty, and are more likely to 
make big purchasing decisions when 
products are on sale. 

As Generation Z is the most active on 
social media, they are comfortable 
with sharing their experiences with 
products, packaging or brands 
online. Typically, they expect brands 
to be transparent about where their 
product is sourced and if there are 
any sustainable components to 
the product or packaging. Many 
Generation Zs prefer sustainable 
packaging and are likely to spend 
more on sustainable products. They 
also place high importance on quality 
and are more likely to spend more 
on a product that will last longer. 
Generation Z value personalisation 
and individualisation, whether that be 
on the product itself or the packaging 
and when it comes to packaging 
design, they prefer minimalism. It is 
important to note 
that this generation 
is a culturally diverse 
group with diverse 
tastes.
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The COVID-19 effect 
While the COVID-19 pandemic did much to disrupt the packaging sector, its influence has had marginal effect on 
generational expectations, particularly for smart and connected packaging where QR codes in particular, became the 
norm. We saw a quantum leap in the rise of eCommerce specific packaging, which is likely to continue, as well as a 
short pause for breath in the drive for environmentally friendly packaging solutions as consumer safety became very 
much the priority.  

It became abundantly clear during the pandemic that the focus on packaging across all generations caused a major 
shift on consumer habits, the fallout of which has made brands re-think their packaging strategy and focus on the 
creation of channel-specific packaging rather than one-package-fits all. 

So what does the future look like 

Digitisation and the internet of packaging brings 
technological disruption to traditional packaging and 
allows consumers to better connect with brands. Smart 
packaging leverages technology such as QR codes, 
smart labels and RFID. These cutting-edge solutions 
offer value-added benefits of security, authentication and 
connectivity, making the product packaging a data carrier 
and digital tool.  

Artificial intelligence (AI) and Augmented Reality 
(AR) packaging will also provide companies with an 
opportunity to better engage with customers by 
introducing them to a range of interactive product 
content, discount codes, and video tutorials. 
Furthermore, Internet of Things (IoT) devices 
allow brands to integrate diagnostic and indicator 

functionalities in their packaging, providing customers 
with real-time product conditions, informing them of 
the expiration date for example, or how to recycle the 
packaging. This of course is an environment currently 
favoured by both Millennials and Generation Z who 
thrive in a highly digitised and on-demand world 
that sees technology shifting power from brands to 
consumers, who can access information about businesses 
and products more easily than ever. And as consumers 
become more connected, they’re becoming more 
discerning. They want unique, individualised products 
that offer engaging content, interactive experiences 
and complete authenticity. Connected packaging offers 
the potential to create meaningful brand relationships, 
ensure transparency and connect products to the IoT.  

Trends reshaping the packaging industry

E-commerce everywhere

Changing consumer preferences

FMCG and retail-margin compression

Sustainability

Digitalization/Internet of Things

Impact

Very low Moderate Very high

Copyright: https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/the-next-normal/packaging 
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To find out more about 
how DataLase can support 
your business and help 
increase your supply chain 
sustainability 

call 0151 423 9360
email info@DataLase.com 
or visit www.DataLase.com

Summary 
With all generational expectations high, print and packaging companies are 
at the forefront of this new age of packaging, providing consumers with the 
ability to interact and engage through connected and smart packaging.  

DataLase with its award-winning 
proprietary photonic printing 
solutions has been pioneering 
technological innovation in this 
area for number of years. Using 
laser technology with unique colour 
change pigments to create high 
resolution, high contrast print, their 
Case Coding Solution is a highly 
efficient and advanced method 
of applying variable information 
onto corrugated boxes – including 
shipping information, QR codes 
and barcodes, date/lot codes and 
sequential batch numbers. Plus, it’s 
a technology to appeal to all eco-
conscious generations, delivering 
an impressive reduction in carbon 
emissions when compared to 
alternative printing solutions.

DataLase’s Product Coding Solutions 
are equally impressive. Food and 
beverage, home and personal care, 
industrial and pharmaceutical brands 
can benefit from the integration of 
an efficient laser marking system, 
which provides a high contrast, 
consistently readable result onto a 
variety of substrates. The solution, 
which allows brands to personalise 
their packaging at the latest point of 
the supply chain or even at the point 
of sale, enables new and engaging 
marketing campaigns to connect 
brands with consumers, offers a 

range of advantages, including 
proven reliability, flexibility and high-
quality product coding. 

DataLase’s portfolio of laser-reactive 
coatings, which are optimised 
to deliver multiple supply chain 
and end-user benefits, continue 
to evolve. With generational 
attitudes focusing more on 
packaging performance in terms 
of sustainability and protection, 
particularly in light of the pandemic, 
DataLase has been working hard 
to address demands for bacteria-
free products. A new antibacterial 

coating has been developed, 
which will help make an important 
contribution to reducing bacterial 
transmission on printed packaging 
surfaces. The new coating is a 
unique combination of a laser-
active coating, combined with 
anti-bacterial properties. It offers 
the same benefits that DataLase 
customers and converters currently 
enjoy, but with the added bonus of 
being antibacterial and able to kill 
>99.99% of two significant bacteria 
– E. Coli and Staphylococcus Aureus. 

The antibacterial coating further 
adds to DataLase’s ever-expanding 
suite of patented laser-active coding 
and marking solutions.
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