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Flexible Packaging: The present and future of packaging’s
gamechanger

If we were rewind to the turn of the 21st century and early Noughties, we would

find a packaging industry working to strike the perfect balance between its two top
priorities: 1) using the smallest volume of materials possible, and 2) enhancing product
protection and longevity.

Working to meet growing demand for its services fuelled by population growth and the explosion of eCommerce, the
sector was under increasing pressure to find alternatives to the traditional packaging solutions that weren’t delivering
against these two goals. Innovating away from rigid, materially inefficient and often cost and time intensive options
led the industry to a relatively new method, flexible packaging, a better alternative in all of those areas — and more.
characteristics that define them, particularly when it comes to their consumer habits.

Today, the flexible packaging market is one of Global Flexible Packaging Market

the most popular and fastest growing in the share, by raw material, 2021 (%)
sector. The global flexible packaging market

size was valued at US$252 billion in 2021 and . Plastic
is expected to expand at a compound annual
growth rate of 4.5 per cent from 2022 to 2030, . Paper
and grow beyond a valuation of US$390 billion.

. Metal
Leading the way in major trends across
packaging efficiency, manufacturing, . Bioplastic

product protection, design, convenience
and sustainability, flexible packaging is now
the standout choice for huge industries
including food and beverages, electronics,

and pharmaceuticals and medicine. For 25 2 0 B
today’s world, it's the packaging option that'’s °
most compatible with increasingly fast-paced Global market Size. 2021

consumer lifestyles, and the environmental
challenges collectively faced.

Source: randviewresearch.com

A deepdive into flexible packaging’s rapid growth

Flexible packaging can simply be defined as packaging most celebrated benefits, which itself gives birth to

that doesn’t have a fixed shape. It's created in a variety many others. By offering a packaging-to-product ratio

of styles and sizes using non-rigid materials that are that is five to 10 times lower than alternatives, flexible
easy to manipulate and combine, such packaging is a more lightweight,

as film, aluminium foil, paper and, its compact option that demands fewer
most popular material choice, plastic. resources, less energy and water to
These characteristics help to give flexible create, and one that enables much-
packaging a wide-ranging application: needed efficiencies during storage
it's able to contain and protect solids and and transportation. And by providing
liquids, powders and creams, and much a more suitable fit for its contents
more in between. This is why we today and applying a durable multi-layer
commonly find products in sealed bags, barrier protection, flexible packaging
pouches and sachets — three of the most also enhances product life and
common flexible packaging formats. preservation.

Beyond versatility, the material efficiency
flexible packaging enables is one of its
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In a time when convenience is a key
purchase factor for busy consumers,
the “grab-and-go” portability of
flexible packages makes them much
more compatible with modern

life than their more traditional
counterparts. And this is also where
aesthetics and customisation are

so important. Just like packaging

The plastic problem

needs to be convenient to end users,
it also needs to stand out to them on
increasingly busy and competitive
shop shelves. Brands can't afford to
neglect the role packaging has as a
brand and marketing tool, and flexible
packaging methods empower them
with the design flexibility to create
and display eye-catching visuals.

Like many others, the flexible
packaging industry was hit by the
Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020.
Lockdowns in China — a key raw
material supplier for the packaging
industry — disrupted global supply
chains and a significant loss of sales
in key sectors — namely personal care
and electronics products — combined
to build a temporary barrier to the
industry’s year-on-year growth. This
speedbump was soon mitigated by
the explosion of eCommerce sales

— itself a result of the pandemic’s
restrictions — and the rapid rise in
popularity for packaged foods.

This is one of many industries that
can thank the growth of flexible
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packaging for its own successes.

One of flexible packaging’s key
benefits that's of ever-growing
significance is its environmental
credentials. By using less

material, energy and water during
manufacturing — and occupying less
landfill space at end of life — flexible
packaging comes with sustainability
benefits that are today a much more
important talking point than they
were 20 years ago.

Now, as ESG grows in importance,
and as the environment becomes

an increasingly front-of-mind
purchase factor for consumers —

on top of regulatory pressures for
sustainable packaging solutions —
the environmental sustainability of
flexible packaging is a major selling
point. But as these forces continue to
intensify, and as progress for the sake
of the planet must naturally progress,
it's a selling point that inevitably
finds itself under the microscope.

Plastic’s properties made it a key base material for flexible packaging, with plastic-based flexible packaging
accounting for around 93 per cent of consumption. Highly pliable, lightweight and with an inherent barrier
functionality, plastic has defined what flexible packaging is and enabled much of its growth. However, plastic in 2023

is problematic.

As environmental sustainability has intensified on every level, the use of plastic in packaging has come under
increasing pressure and scrutiny. We now have legislation like the Plastic Packaging Tax and EU Directives demanding
that manufacturers and businesses find sustainable packaging alternatives to single-use plastics. On a societal level,
environmental issues are now in the mainstream consumer conscious and plastic is completely synonymous with them
- and its many unique day-to-day benefits for people and businesses arguably forgotten. The result is more and more
consumers voting against plastic use with their wallets — as far back as 2020, 70 per cent of Europeans claimed to be

actively taking steps to reduce their use of plastic packaging.

The environmental concerns associated with plastic
arise throughout its lifecycle, starting with the
creation of virgin plastic, but more importantly to
most, what happens at the end of its use. Single-use
plastics are a problem, and even when the material
is recyclable, reclamation and reuse rates are lower
than they need to be. These are all issues that are
of course very relevant in the flexible packaging
industry, which is why it's under pressure to reduce
its plastic dependence and replace much of it with
more sustainable alternatives.

Paper was originally a popular flexible packaging
material, but demand decreased in favour of more
durable plastics in the early 2000s. Fast-forward to
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today and paper-based flexible packaging accounts for
just under five per cent of consumption, but it's regaining
popularity because of the environmental advantages it's
seen to have over plastic. After all, paper is a renewable
resource, biodegradable, easier to recycle and benefits
from a more mature recycling infrastructure than plastic
in many geographies. But the sustainability debate is
nuanced.

The question marks surrounding paper as a viable
alternative to plastic in flexible packaging stem from
its ability to provide long-term preservation of goods
for lengthening supply chains — especially important
with easily spoiled goods like food and beverages. To
overcome this, paper-based flexible packaging is often
laminated with plastic or coated with resin, which can
negate many of the environmental benefits paper is
favoured for.

In a bid to overcome these environmental challenges,
the flexible packaging industry is dedicating

significant resources to the development of new,

more environmentally friendly materials that can play
plastic’s role. One such option is the creation of biofilms
made exclusively from renewable sources and higher
percentages of recycled content, however this alternative
is reliant on improved recycling rates and infrastructure.
Another is 100 per cent recyclable mono materials, which

Circularity — the new frontier
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are composed of a single material to make recycling
much simpler, efficient and less resource intensive than
standard plastics that are made from several materials —
itself one of the key reasons why plastic is so difficult to
recycle.

As breakthroughs are made and greater resource is
plugged into these efforts over time, it's clear that the
results won't only help paper-based flexible packaging
become a more viable option, they could also see
plastic’s environmental flaws ironed out.

All efforts to use more sustainable materials in the flexible packaging market and the broader packaging industry
come back to a single long-term goal: circularity. It's what's required if the sector is to meet the demands of

consumers, stakeholders and the planet.

Heading back to the turn of the 21st century and early Noughties
and returning to now, the focus on material efficiency and product
protection hasn't disappeared, but what's come on top of it is
circularity. Balancing all three priorities in one packaging solution is
now the chief goal.

Whether it's paper that's the long-term future for flexible packaging,
plastic, or more likely both, regardless of the substrate used industry
leaders are saying that the focus should be on how recycled content is
processed back into the production cycle and how much of it is used.
Ultimately, single-use flexible packaging is what the industry needs to
be innovating away from.

Achieving a circular economy in the flexible packaging industry is
definitely a long-term project — one that can only be achieved through
collaboration across the private and public sectors. Progress towards
circularity will require the development of both improved recycling
streams and end-of-life disposal systems, and that will only be possible
through ongoing collaboration between the packaging industry and
local governments.



https://www.forbes.com/sites/woodmackenzie/2020/08/24/is-paper-a-more-sustainable-flexible-packaging-material-than-plastic/?sh=667fffa012d4

Summary

Flexible packaging is the solution
that can best address and overcome
many of the demands on the
packaging industry in both the short
and long term.

It's the industry’s best option

to fulfill the pressures of again

rising eCommerce sales, which

are projected to rebound by 2.3
per cent in the UK in 2023 after
falling for the first time ever in
2022. Flexible packaging is also
best placed to react to new market
trends, such as refillable packaging,
lightweighting and downsizing. And
it's best capable of finding the sweet
spot between material efficiency,
product protection and circularity.

Flexible packaging will continue to
go from strength-to-strength, but
despite being a more sustainable
option, its greatest challenges are
environmental. Paper and plastic-
based flexible packaging both
come with pros and cons from an
environmental perspective, and so
the best outcomes will be created
from a material agnostic approach.
With the innovation-led progress
that's being made by the industry,
whether paper or plastic is the better
choice should ultimately depend on
the individual application.

For a flexible packaging industry
focused on environmental progress
as a top priority, Datalase and

its laser-reactive coatings are the

To find out more about
how Datalase can support
your business and help
increase your supply chain
sustainability

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

perfect solution. Providing printing
and lamination services for both
paper and plastic, the global leader
in photonic printing solutions is
best placed to support a material
agnostic flexible packaging future.

Datalase’s pigments and coatings
support late-stage customisation of
products and packaging, helping
businesses and manufacturers to
reduce storage space and improve
production efficiency and uptime.
By integrating digital printing at the
end point of production, Datalase
is helping flexible packaging
manufacturers cut rework and supply
chain waste — and all without the
need of any consumables thanks to
Datalase’s inkless printing solutions.
These unique features contribute

to a lower carbon footprint solution
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compared with conventional printing
technologies.

Datalase provides an extensive
range of functional coatings for
flexible packaging printers. These
laser-reactive coatings enable
variable data — such as expiry dates,
lot codes and 2D codes — to be
applied to products in highly-legible,
machine-readable and tamper-proof
formats to support 100 per cent
product traceability.

Datalase’s functional coatings are
empowering flexible packaging
producers with increased
productivity, superior traceability and
clear environmental benefits that are
accelerating the industry’s progress
towards a more efficient, effective
and sustainable future.
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